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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Nationalizing Statistics:  

A Comparative Study of the Development of Official Statistics During the First Half 

of the 20th Century in Israel-Palestine and Canada. 

 

by  

 

  Anat E. Leibler 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology (Science Studies) 

University of California, San Diego, 2008 

Professor Andrew Lakoff, Chair 

Professor Theodore M. Porter, Co-Chair 

 

 

 This study is a comparative work on the development of national statistics in 

Canada and Israel-Palestine during the first half of the 20th century. I explore how 

processes of state building in Canada after Confederation, at the beginning of the 20th 

century, and in Israel, before and after the establishment of the state, in 1948, have 

shaped national statistics, and were shaped by the production of statistics. In Sheila 

Jasanoff’s phrase (2004), I deal with the co-production of statistics and the nation-
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state. At the core of this study are two state organizations: in Canada, the Dominion 

Bureau of Statistics (DBS) and in Israel, the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS). The 

work demonstrates how a governmental agency, such as a statistical bureau, is subject 

to some of the same pressures and expectations as a laboratory, above all to produce 

“objective” knowledge. Such pressures, and the danger of political pressures 

interfering with the truth, interact with ways of organizing statistics, and seemingly 

also with ways of carrying out a census (Porter 1995). The centralization and 

monopoly of the two bureaus, I argue, which enabled their control over a complete set 

of data on the population, and the absence of competing state institutions, built 

statisticians’ credibility as scientists and disassociated them from the political context. 

While the processes of centralization were broadly similar in both Canada and Israel, I 

also argue that there was a key difference in the motivations for centralization or how 

centralization was legitimated: Demography and population management were central 

to Israel vs. developing the economy and participation in international affairs in 

Canada. 

Although dealing with the organization of statistics is central in this work, it 

has less importance without discussing the objects that the practices of national 

statistics constituted. Thus, part of the central argument is that these objects, which 

were co-constituted by statistics, included social institutions such as citizenship, in 

Israel, ethnic categories, the economy and the state as a rational and distinct entity, in 

Canada. Each chapter deals with these institutions. 



 

 1 

CHAPTER 1 

 

SCIENCE AND THE STATE: STATISTICAL PRACTICES AND 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

Introduction 

The elusive characteristics of statistical representation were what fascinated me 

when I first began my research on the development of statistics in Israel. On the one 

hand, a statistical number is delivered and gets its meaning through an infrastructure 

system of classifications. These classifications, according to a long sociological 

tradition, beginning with Durkheim, are constructed by social forces but, at the same 

time, also construct our social epistemology; they are constituted by processes 

anchored in “society” and, while doing so, they constitute culture, power, science, 

technology and economic relations, depending on the approach taken. On the other 

hand, their power becomes material only if the process by which they gain the status 

of commonsense is concealed, forgotten, and institutionalized. Statistical systems not 

only create shared representations with common meaning; they also constitute 

“objects” with boundaries and particular content. As such, statistics became a form of 

representation, a necessary language to describe society. This distinguish status, in 

spite of perceiving statistics as a construct, an artifact, is a result of a historical 
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interaction between two forms of authority: science and the state (Desrosieres 1998, p. 

17). The separation between the world of things and the world of mankind, as I will 

discuss shortly, was achieved by two types of authority – of the prince and of ‘natural 

philosophy’ (ibid). The encounter between these two authorities is the main focus of 

this study. 

The study is a comparative work on the development of national statistics in 

Canada and Israel-Palestine during the first half of the 20th century. I explore how 

processes of state building in Canada after Confederation, at the beginning of the 20th 

century, and in Israel, before and after the establishment of the state, in 1948, have 

shaped national statistics and were shaped by the production of statistics. In Jasanoff’s 

phrase (2004), I deal with the co-production of statistics and the nation-state. At the 

core of this study are two state organizations: in Canada, the Dominion Bureau of 

Statistics (DBS) and in Israel, the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS). The work 

demonstrates how a governmental agency, such as a statistical bureau, is subject to 

some of the same pressures and expectations as a laboratory, above all to produce 

“objective” knowledge. Such pressures, and the danger of political pressure interfering 

with the truth, interact with ways of organizing statistics, and seemingly also with 

ways of carrying out a census (Porter 1995). The centralization and monopoly of the 

two bureaus, I argue, which enabled control over a complete set of data on the 

population, and the absence of competing state institutions, built statisticians’ 

credibility as scientists and disassociated them from the political context. While the 

processes of centralization were broadly similar in both Canada and Israel, I also argue 
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that there was a key difference in the motivations for centralization and how 

centralization was legitimated: Demography and population management were central 

in Israel vs. developing the economy and participation in international affairs in 

Canada. 

Before laying out the conceptual framework of this work I would like to start 

with two citations that exemplify the tension between two sources of authority – of the 

prince and of science. In my archival work I encountered a speech given by Ben 

Gurion, the first Prime Minister of the state of Israel, in which he told the audience his 

point of view on statistics in the realm of the state. His ideas were concretized in the 

first meeting of the “The Public Council of Statistics,” established in 1963. 

Establishing this council was part of a plan that Roberto Bachi, the first chief 

statistician of Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), thought of for consolidating 

statistics as a distinguished scientific profession, and statisticians as scientific 

professionals: 

I had two queries regarding statistics…the first query 
was about the earliest statistical survey conducted in this 
country – it was in the days of King David. He [King 
David] asked his Chief Commander of the Military 
Forces, Yo’av, to carry it [a census] out and Yo’av, for 
some reason, was not very enthusiastic about this 
mission, but since it was his Master’s command he 
fulfilled it. The results [of the census] were very odd. In 
one place we read … that he counted 800,000 
swordfighters in Israel and 500,000 in Judea; meaning, 
1,300,000 soldiers. If there had been such an army in 
Israel we could have conquered the whole world…. 
What is fascinating is that we find different results of the 
same census... I have learned, that this [numerical gap] 
was possible because there was no Public Council [of 
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statistics], and [since] the census was not supervised [by 
CBS] we got very bizarre numbers1. 

   

The example that Ben Gurion presented, and the numerical gap as the point of 

the story, is reported in several places in the literature on the history of statistics,2 and 

is usually brought up to show how statistics can be manipulated to create an 

impression of military strength, as in this case, or national wealth, in other cases (Oser 

and Blanchfield 1975). The fact that Ben Gurion told this story at the opening meeting 

of the council reveals the point of view of a politician who saw the opportunity to use 

statistics as a political tool. For him, error in statistical representation concealed 

political interest. Ben Gurion’s speech shows us two opposite positions – the politician 

with partisan interest and the scientist who whishes to protect science from external 

intervention that would tamper with the truth. Bachi, it should be noted, replied to Ben 

Gurion on the same occasion, by saying that the only possible statistical error was the 

one defined within the discipline and part of its practice. Nevertheless, in the days 

before and during the establishment of the state, Bachi perceived statistics and 

demography as a science that had a central role in shaping the new Jewish society; as a 

tool for knowing, but mainly for intervening.  

My other example expresses a different relation between the scientist’s work 

and the “state”. It is an article published in 1929 by Hamilton Coats, the first chief 

statistician of the Dominion Bureau of Statistics in Canada (DBS). His article, which 

                                                 
1 Israel State Archives (here and after ISA): RG41/107/18 
2 See, for example, Hacking 1992a 
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reviewed the development of statistics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

reads like a text written by a historian if science of our day. Coats’ view is purely 

scientific – statistics is an inductive method of the social and economic sciences and 

can only be used for observation and recording social activities. Experimentation 

which is, in other words, the manipulation of social conditions, is impossible: 

Here [in the social and economic sciences], as pointed 
out, the subject is human society itself in its various 
manifestations and activities. Experimentation is clearly 
impossible in such a field. All that may be done by the 
inductive method is to observe and record the facts of 
the activities […] In a word, it [a central bureau] 
establishes a national laboratory for the prosecution of 
civil research, conceived from the widest angle and alive 
to the lines which such research should follow in 
indicating and assisting the evolution of the nation’s 
progress (Coats 1929). 

 

For Coats, statistics is merely a reflection of social and economic activities 

perform with laboratory tools and applied on the nation, on the civil society; yet, 

statistical indicators can also foster progress. In this article he prescribed the role of 

statistics in state administration - national statistics are not political demography, as 

we will see later in Bachi’s view, but a large-scale scientific tool. It can help state 

administration while keeping its essential scientific quality.  

The quotations above exemplify the different points of comparison in this 

study: First, the tension between the perceived threat by statisticians of politicians’ 

motivation to pursue their particular interests and thus, to “abuse” statistics, and 

scientists’ attempts to protect their scientific work through organizational 
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centralization and autonomization of their practices. The other tension is between two 

different perceptions of the role of statistics – reflective versus constitutive – both 

claiming to fulfill the vocation of statistics as science. At the center of this study is the 

argument that the two countries, at the beginning of state formation, went through a 

paradigm shift in the way statistics was perceived. Initially, the Canadian federal 

government’s statistical agencies perceived statistics as a tool for discovering 

economic activities in the provinces. The centralized production of national statistics 

during the first decade of the 20th century, however, produced an epistemological shift, 

and statistics was seen as a regulative tool of the economy by federal state. In Israel, 

statistics was perceived as a tool to gain political power within the local system, and 

legitimacy for a Jewish state in the international arena.  Like Canada, with the 

establishment of the state and the professionalization of statistics and statisticians, 

statistics was separated from political interests. From being a tool for political control, 

it became a rational science that could help constitute the internal and external 

boundaries of the new society.  The following table represents these shifts: 
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Table I - From De-centralization to Centralization in the Canadian and Israeli 

Statistics:  

 Canadian 

statistics 

before 1912 

Canadian 

statistics with 

DBS 

Israeli 

statistics 

before 1948 

Israeli 

statistics with 

CBS 

Function  Instrumental Scientific Instrumental  Scientific 

Location  Local Federal Pre-state 

political 

organizations 

National 

Prestige Low  High  Low High  

Epistemological 

Role 

Reflective Regulative Political Constitutive 

 

Although the organization of statistics is central to this work, it loses 

importance without a discussion of the objects that the practices of national statistics 

constituted. Thus, part of the central argument is that these objects (social institutions 

such as citizenship in Israel, ethnic categories, the economy and the state as a rational 

entity in both countries) and the practices of statistics were co-constituted. Each 

chapter deals with these institutions.  
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In the next section I present reasons for the suitability of the comparison 

between Canada and Israel in the development of national statistics. This section 

describes the general context of the comparison and possible axes of juxtaposition. I 

offer a wider framework than what is eventually presented in the dissertation for two 

reasons: first, these points of interface between the two countries establish the 

justification for undertaking a comparative approach. Second, the empirical material I 

collected during archival work exceeds what is introduced in the dissertation. The 

wider framework, therefore, presents the possible directions in which the study could 

be developed. The following section is a conceptual outline for understanding these 

juxtapositions. Then, in another section, titled Why compare? I will discuss the type of 

comparison this study undertakes. At the end of this chapter I indicate the layout of the 

empirical chapters, and the way they relate to each other.  

 

Juxtapositions between Canada and Israel 

Organizational centralization and scientific credibility 

The Dominion of Statistics Canada was founded in 1918. Thirty years later the 

Israeli bureau of statistics, greatly resembling the Canadian one, was established. Both 

were highly centralized bureaus and shared a similar organizational structure. Both 

were considered highly objective and indifferent to political interests. In 1991 and 

1993 The Economist declared that panels of international experts chose the Canadian 

statistical system as the most objective system of national statistics, with the highest 
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level of integrity in the world. The Israeli central bureau of statistics had a similar 

status among different publics in Israel such as, universities, industry, economic 

institutions, politicians and governmental agencies, which almost never disputed its 

statistical measurements and classifications. Moreover, statisticians in both countries 

belonged to scholarly and scientific societies and published in academic journals. In 

Israel, the chief statistician, Professor Roberto Bachi, established the first two 

departments of statistics. The status of objectivity conferred on the Canadian and 

Israeli bureaus is, in other words, an indication of an apparent strong separation 

between the political sphere, represented by the state and its politicians, and the 

distinctive knowledge practices produced by these bureaus.  A close look at the 

development of statistics in both countries, however, challenges the constituted 

separation between politics and science by indicating how, in the case of statistics, its 

credibility and perceived objectivity is inherently conditioned by the power of political 

institutions.  

The Israeli system of national statistics was transformed immediately after the 

establishment of the state in 1948. It was headed by Prof. Roberto Bachi, a famous 

demographer of the time. The Israeli central bureau of statistics was separated from all 

governmental offices and was placed under the direct authority of the prime minister. 

As part of the efforts to centralize the statistical services, Israeli statisticians took a 

number of steps to expand their discipline’s jurisdiction and exert their monopoly over 

the means of statistical production. Several claims marked Israeli statisticians’ rhetoric 

about the need for such centralization – the ethnic diversity of the population required 
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standardization; the political conflict with Palestinians demanded constant 

demographic monitoring; and the use and abuse of statistics by political organizations 

during the period prior to the establishment of the state had created a general distrust 

in statistical numbers. Centralization, according to the first statisticians, would 

overcome all these political, social and scientific obstacles.  

Two mandate statisticians, Professor Roberto Bachi and Dr. Pinchas 

Hamburger, were selected to lead the Israeli national statistics bureau. This selection 

was against the demands of Zionist organizations for control of the new bureaucracy. 

The conflict was between two different claims of legitimation to the selection of 

governmental technocrats — between politicizing and nationalizing science versus 

“scientisizing” and rationalizing state affairs. The first statisticians made allies through 

“translation”, i.e. they translated their interests according to their patrons’ worldview, 

language, and concerns, while, at the same time, keeping their scientific goals 

disconnected from politics. These strategies of recruitment succeeded, and the first 

Israeli statisticians gained high prestige for not abusing their science in exchange for 

political benefits (Latour 1987, p. 116). 

Though the process of establishing a centralized statistical system in Canada 

was much slower than in Israel, there were similarities in Canadian statisticians’ 

ambitions for such centralization. A desire for centralization was obvious well before 

1918. Tache, the architect of the 19th century Canadian statistics, wrote a report in 

1865 in which he argued for a centralized system. His suggestion had far reaching 

effects and was included in the British North America Act under the jurisdiction of the 
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federal government, the emphasis being on national rather than local direction 

(Goldberg 1955). Following several years of general dissatisfaction with the state of 

national statistics, this goal was finally realized in 1918, with the establishment of a 

centralized bureau, headed by Dr. Robert Hamilton Coats (Urquhart 1987). 

Claims for a centralized system were based on the idea of a single and 

harmonious statistical system, that would create a feeling of kinship on the one hand, 

and reliable numbers, on the other hand (Goldberg 1955). Coats was concerned about 

political pressures on the production of national statistics and hence, his steps were to 

structure a bureau that would be protected from partisan pressures (Kirkham 1975). 

Moreover, the fact that Canada was a confederation of different provinces required a 

federal bureau that would prevent the provinces from developing their own statistical 

system, and to subordinate them to a federal agency (Coats 1955). Thus, Coats strove, 

and succeeded, in giving the bureau an independent status through legislation, 

complete separation from governmental offices, and responsibility only to the Minister 

of the Crown (Worton 2000, pp. 91-92). The bureau was thus able to monopolize the 

aggregation, production and publication of national statistics (Beaud and Prevost 

1993; 1998).  

 

Statistical representation and ethnic conflicts  

The ambition for organizational centralization should also be understood as a 

struggle to establish an authoritative and indisputable statistical representation against 
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a backdrop of ethnic diversity and political conflicts. The ethnic composition of 

Palestine prior to the establishment of the Israeli state was very dynamic due to the 

presence of the Palestinian population, and the on going Jewish immigration to the 

country that changed the demographic balance between the two groups. Similarly, 

Canada had dealt rigorously with conflicts between its two major ethnic groups – the 

English and the French people - and with other ethnic minorities such as the first 

nation people. The complexity of the ethnic composition in both countries was 

manifested by struggles over the numerical representation of these groups in censuses. 

In both places, the two major groups claimed numerical superiority and economic 

seniority in their contribution to the country. Territorial considerations were of crucial 

importance as well.  

Prior to the establishment of the DBS, the Canadian censuses of 1861 and 1871 

intensified sectional, ethnic, religious, and linguistic rivalries between the 

Francophone and Anglophone population3. While the 1861 census was less systematic 

and based on a de facto principle, that is, to count only those who were present at the 

time of the census, the 1871 census was based on a de jure principle of counting all 

the members of a certain household, even if they were absent. The latter census, 

therefore, functioned more as a civil registration than an enumeration or counting of 

the population4. The different methods adopted in the two censuses had implications 

for the parliamentary representation of the two major ethnic groups5. Likewise, the 

                                                 
3 Canadian State Archives (here and after CSA): RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 23rd 1912 
4 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 22nd 1912. 
5 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 28th 1912. 
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national struggle in Palestine was reflected in intense debates during the British 

censuses on the numerical ratio of each national group, Palestinians and Jews. 

Statistical activity prior to 1948 was intense and was part of the political struggle over 

Palestine. The British Mandate had to scrutinize population movements according to 

the economic capacity of each group, and hence, had to make a special effort to find 

out the exact ethnic composition of the country and the size of the two national groups 

(Dotan, S. 1981, p. 99; Eliav, B., 1976, p. 48). 

In the Israeli case the first census was a unique way of gaining centralization in 

practice and command over a complete data of the population and therefore, was 

particularly formative in its implications. As a result of the first census and the unique 

way it was conducted, a discriminatory classification of Palestinians was created and 

divided the population into two groups – people who had property and voting rights 

(mostly the Jewish population) and people who did not have these rights (most 

Palestinians). A legal category of second-class citizenship, “Present-Absentees”, 

institutionalized the appropriation of Palestinian lands in 1948. The very mechanism 

that legitimized the nationalization of Palestinian lands, and their unique 

naturalization, was therefore statistical6. The second implication is that as a result of 

the ethnic classification of the Jewish population into two formal categories, 

“Mizrahim” (Asia-Africa origin) and “Ashkenazim” (Europe-America origin), Israeli 

                                                 
6 In October 1948, the interior minister officially distinguished between Palestinians and Jews in terms 
of citizenship.  Citizenship was awarded only to those Palestinians who were present on the day of the 
census. The distinction received legal recognition two years later, in 1950, through the passing of the 
law of Absentees Property. See Lustick 1985, p. 177; Morris 1987 p. 174. 
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society became structured through a dichotomous ethnic classification of East and 

West.    

 

Methodologies and national considerations 

One of the main characteristics of the first census in Israel was the fact that it 

was conjoined with full registration. Each resident was numbered sequentially, 

through and in number, which represented the resident in all institutional encounters. 

Residents who were counted during the census were practically incorporated into the 

citizenry by getting identity cards and numbers, which were the mechanism for being 

given civil rights. The census could only be put to these uses because it was conducted 

through an exhaustive enumeration of the population rather than through sampling, a 

method already widely used at the time. The ‘methodological’ aspect of the census is 

interesting because Canadian statisticians too, had a preference for total rather than 

partial enumeration, which they justified on the basis of the ethnic diversity of their 

country. Until 1945 Canada maintained the ‘old’ method of counting the population – 

an exhaustive census – although the method of estimating the size of the population 

through sampling was already in use from the beginning of the 20th century. Different 

countries debated different statistical methods of enumerating the population. There 

was a change in the question asked, from whether to enumerate or to sample 

(Desrosieres 1991; 1998), to which sampling method would provide a better estimate 

of the population (Beaud and Prevost 1998).  
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The delay in changing the Canadian sampling method cannot be explained by 

the undeveloped state of Canadian statistics, because from the 1920s the Canadian 

system was acknowledged a role model for national statistics. Coats objected to the 

sampling method because of the ethnic composition of the country --- ‘the essential 

variability of the basic phenomena of population’ from province to province and from 

district to district was an obstacle in representing the population accurately (Coats 

1931, cited in Beaud and Prevost 1998). In other words, according to Coats, the 

number of residents in each ethnic group could not be represented through a sample 

but only through an exhaustive enumeration. Though there was an academic and 

professional recognition of the new statistical development, other chief statisticians in 

other countries, such as Gini in Italy, objected Kiaer’s method of sampling as well. 

Understanding these objections requires that we identify and analyze the basic 

premises that underlie the statistical counting of people and things, and contextualize 

them by examining state- building and nation-formation processes. I would thus like to 

add to the literature in the history and philosophy of social sciences that describes the 

transition from one mode of counting to another, by demonstrating how, in the Israeli 

and Canadian cases, considerations whether to conduct a total enumeration or to 

sample the population, were based on national and professional reasons. 

Another example of the connection between statistical reasoning and national 

considerations in the case of both countries is economic statistics. Coats, prior to his 

nomination as chief statistician, changed the analysis of Cost of Living from a 

descriptive report to an inquiry that was embedded  within statistical and economic 
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analysis of the causes to the cost of living. Coats’ analysis was pioneering in 

measuring national economy, and attracted the attention of major economists of the 

time such as Wesley Mitchell and Alfred Marshall (Worton, 2000). The modification 

indicated a change in style of reasoning, from a descriptive to an inferential style, 

which required more sophisticated methodological tools (Hacking 1992a; Schweber 

2000). A transition in style of reasoning can also be identified as a particular moment 

in the history of statistics in Israel (1953), when economic measurements that had 

been in use for more than a decade were transformed entirely to an abstract form.  The 

transition marked the shift from descriptive statistics that measured communities 

(types of Jewish settlements and Arabic villages), to economic statistics based on 

measurements related to the factory and the firm.  

The way national income was measured in Israel during the first three years of 

statehood was similar to the period prior to 1948. Tables introduced four divisions: an 

Agricultural branch; Production and marketing; Forms of settlements; and Hebrew and 

Arabic economy. Data were presented in raw numbers and its value was described in 

the local currency, the Israeli Pound. In 1953 new terms emerged – “National 

Economy” and  “National Income” - and the number of tables increased significantly 

compared to previous years; the structure of these tables was more abstract and based 

on the concept of input and output. Nevertheless, data were still presented in raw form 

until the final change in 1956, when Israel adopted the UN system of national accounts 

measurements. The interest of this theme is in the transition from one style of 

statistical reasoning to the other, and its social and political implications.  
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Statistics as technology of distance 

Since both countries, Canada and Palestine, were, until the late 1940s, part of 

the British periphery, one could assume that their national systems were similar to the 

British statistical system. The British system was, however, in practice much more 

fragmented and decentralized than that developed in Palestine-Israel and Canada; and 

its development was less connected to state institutions and more to the emergence of 

professional societies (Wolfenstein 2004). Interrogating the flow of knowledge 

between the two countries will not only allow for a comparison between Israel and 

Canada, it will also throw light on Canadian influence on statistics in Palestine during 

the mandate, and on Israeli national statistics after 1948. Along with comparing two 

different systems of national statistics, my project sheds light on Canada’s dominant 

influence on the creation of statistical systems in the British Empire, especially in New 

Zealand, Australia and Palestine. 

Coats’ desire to create a centralized bureau of statistics in Canada was also 

expressed in the efforts he put into the development of an international statistical 

community. In 1920 Canada participated in the “First Conference of Government 

Officers Engaged in Dealing with Statistics in the British Empire.” Its five 

representatives at the conference included Hamilton Coats. This conference dealt with 

the establishment of imperial statistical bureaus in the British colonies (Worton 1998, 

pp. 169-171). One of the colonies was Palestine, which had a fragmented system of 

collecting statistical data. In fact, there wasn’t any statistical “system”, argued Coats in 

his attempt to convince the British colonial government to choose Canada as the 
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empire’s representative in the colonies. He maintained that since British statistical 

system was decentralized, representatives from England could not assist in building 

centralized systems in Palestine, New Zealand and Australia. In 1935, the Canadian 

representative, Anthony Cudmore, came to Palestine and began the task of 

centralization. The success of the Canadian initiative was, however, only apparent 

after the establishment of the Israeli state and its statistical agency. 

 

Relationship to the Current State of Knowledge 

I identify four areas of research that relate to the task of analyzing the 

emergence of national statistics: the relationship between science, the state and 

governmentality; the development of statistics and nation-state formation; styles of 

statistical reasoning; and local versus universal knowledge. Each of these conceptual 

themes draws on different approaches:   

 

Science, the state and governmentality  

This case demonstrates how a governmental agency, such as a statistical 

bureau, is subject to some of the same expectations as a laboratory, above all to 

produce “objective” knowledge. Such pressures, and the danger of political 

interventions tampering with the truth, interact with ways of organizing statistics, and 

seemingly also with ways of carrying out a census (Porter 1995). The centralization 

and monopoly of the two bureaus, I also argue, which enabled the control over a 
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complete set of data on the population and the absence of competing state institutions, 

built statisticians’ credibility as scientists and disassociated them from the political 

context. I base my discussion of this part of the project on a broader and central topic 

within the STS literature – the constitutive relationships between science and politics. 

I also examine these relationships as they are manifested in discussions on 

governmentality. 

The discussion on the connection between science and politics has deep roots 

in the Science Technology and Society (STS) literature and is manifested in the 

question of how forms of knowledge or practices of science and technology are 

intertwined with and inseparable from political power whether in the state, in the 

laboratory or in society (Shapin and Schaffer 1985; Latour 1993). Though the 

separation between knowledge and power has been interrogated in the STS literature, 

the perception of the world outside the laboratory remains oversimplified, perhaps as a 

result of the emphasis on micro studies within Sociology of Scientific Knowledge 

(SSK), which has tended to nurture very detailed and rich studies on scientific 

practices but not of the related political world. “Interests” became a substitution for 

complex concepts such as state, politics, society and culture (Jasanoff et. al. 1995), 

and the power of the state was taken as given without problematizing it or seeing it as 

enhanced by science and technology (Jasanoff 2004).  

The Foucauldian concept ‘governmentality’ was, and still is, an inspiration for 

studies on surveillance, by enabling the integration of two different levels of 

discussion – the subject and the population. It is also a concept in which “science” and 
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“state” intersect. It remains a necessary conceptual tool in sociological works on 

national statistics and demography. The literature on the history of statistics analyzes 

the contextual development of the discipline as a mechanism of political domination. 

Recruiting inhabitants to the army, collecting taxes or increasing the state’s control in 

general, caused statistics to progress (Kendrick 1970). The systematic study of social 

numbers started in 1662 with John Graunt’s “Observation upon the Bills of Mortality” 

in which he pioneered the notion of basing state policy on social numbers. The 1670s 

were the first time an estimation of the wealth of England was made by William Petty, 

through forging the connection between demography and the prosperity of economy 

(Porter 1986, pp. 18-19). Petty named this new method “political arithmetic” 

emphasizing quantitative measurement as a means of expressing the strength of 

England compared to other nations (ibid). However, modern statistics was divorced 

from this political context and became a reflection of “society” rather than “politics” 

in England in the 19th century. Later on, at the end of that century, with Pearson’s 

work it gained its current status as the main method of the science of society.  

Foucault describes the transition from the early stage of statistics to its current 

stage in his work Governmentality (1991), and connects it to the transition from 

sovereignty, which is based on territory and the family, to the development of the “art 

of government”, based on the subject and population. In Governmentality, Foucault 

introduces the anti-Machiavellian doctrine of the art of government. While the 

Machiavellian doctrine “draws the line between the power of the prince and other 

forms of power… in the art of government the task is to establish a continuity, in both 
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an upwards and downwards direction”, i.e., a continuity between different types of 

government, each related to a particular science or discipline such as morality, 

economy and political science (1991, p. 91). The continuity between different forms of 

power is different from the widespread concept of power in political science, a 

concept based on law and judicial thinking and associated with the king and the state. 

This form of power is not one of prohibitions that result in repression.  It is, rather, a 

productive power that produces things like pleasure, forms of knowledge and 

discourses (1980a, p. 118-119). Foucault asks to relocate power not in the domain of 

sovereignty - which exercises power on territory and as a consequence, on the 

inhabitants – but on men (subjects) and “…their links, their imbrications with those 

other things which are wealth, resources, means of subsistence, the territory with its 

specific qualities, climate, irrigation, fertility…customs, habits, ways of acting and 

thinking…” (Foucault, 1991, p. 93). How does statistics enable the art of government? 

Foucault’s answer distinguishes between statistics as an exercise of the state’s power 

and as a tool that reveals the population’s regularities.  

Hence, delimiting the “population” through the operation of statistical 

practices is essential for exercising Governmentality --- procedures, calculations and 

analyses that allow the operation of a very specific form of power on the population 

(ibid, p. 102). Counting the population is the creation of a new type of power – bio-

power, which involves the development of various disciplines, including “political 

practices and economic observation, of the problems of birthrate, longevity, public 

health, housing and migration”, all techniques “for achieving the subjugation of bodies 
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and the control of populations, marking the beginning of an era of ‘bio-power’” 

(1980b, p. 140). Associating bio-power with the emergence of demography, Foucault 

claims that demography is a discipline that defines the borders of the modern subject 

through statistical inquiry and categories such as fertility, hygiene, patterns of diet and 

habitation, and the sexual conduct of the population.  

While the Foucauldian concept of governmentality facilitates a discussion of 

the creation of the “population”, it ignores national variations in different geographical 

areas. As Gyan Prakash argues in his book Another Reason: Science and the 

Imagination of Modern India (1999), the concept and its development is located in 

France in particular and in the modern west in general, excluding any analysis of the 

non-Western world in the process of creating the “population”, thereby obscuring 

colonial and imperial aspects of the problem (p. 125). Demarcation and investigation 

of the population wasn’t a practice unique to France; the question of how it was 

manifested in other places of the world, is, however, missing in Foucault’s account. 

Localizing Governmentality is essential to understanding the nature of the 

phenomenon, since a ‘population’ is always connected to a specific place. Local 

manifestations of governmentality might therefore vary from one place to another, 

especially when colonialism is involved.  

Prakash provides an example of the variation of governmentality in a colonial 

context, i.e., the relationship between the nation-state, science and colonialism. The 

Indian case demonstrates how the use of statistics and especially demography, as 

practices of governmentality, were an essential part of the definition of the Indian 
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“population” as a coherent social entity. In England of the 18th and 19th centuries the 

transcendence of temporary reality to a constant social structure, embedded with 

values such as hygiene, enabled the statistical method to cross the local state, England, 

and allowed its implementation in its colonies. The development of statistics in India 

resulted from the ambition to find the causes for mortality and morbidity in “filthy” 

populations. This enabled statistics to be established, institutionalized and exercised as 

a scientific method of social control: 

The desire to bring diseases and deaths under the 
statistical gaze represented an effort to relocate the 
indigenous population, to bring it under the colonial 
“complex of men and things”, where its regularities in 
relation to climate, topography, habits, and habitation 
could be observed and acted upon (p. 135).  

 

At the same time, statistical inquiry wasn’t only for controlling the Indian 

population but also for constructing its inhabitants as a rational population fit for an 

application of modern technologies (p. 145). Controlling the population was translated 

to the state’s “watchful care” that “focused on formulating knowledges and identifying 

object of governance” (p. 136). Prakash’s study is interesting and relevant to the use of 

demography in Israel because instead of describing the imposition of western 

knowledge on India’s natives, he emphasizes the development of bodies of knowledge 

through governmentality and gives the local agents an important role: The local 

population did not perceive colonial knowledge through the binary opposition of 

colonizer/colonized. Rather, the centrality of technology and science was part of the 
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formation of the local western-educated elite and part of the emergence of a particular 

kind of nationalism and modern nation-state (1999, pp. 8-11). 

Another problem with Foucault's conceptualization is his refusal to analyze 

state institutions as subjected to different types of struggles. As a result of the intention 

to cut off the head of the king in the political sciences, the institutional aspect of 

governmentality, in the realm of the state, is missing. Bruce Curtis, in his book The 

Politics of the Population: State Formation, Statistics, and the Census of Canada, 

1840-1875, (2001) analyzes the politics and practices of the pre-Confederation and 

census making in 19TH century Canada (Curtis 2001, p. 16). His interest in the 

practices of governmentality and the social relations of subjection is clear, but he also 

argues that ‘population’ should be understood as a variety of ways in which social 

relations are subjected to authoritative categorization by state agencies (p. 42):  

My position is that one cannot triangulate power around 
sovereignty-discipline-government in the case of the 
configuration of social relations as population without 
an account of state formation and political 
administration – two domains in which Foucault’s 
analytics are of far less help than they might be (Curtis 
2001, p. 43).  

 

 Curtis follows the widely influential work of Philip Abrams “Notes on the 

Difficulty of Studying the State” (1988), in which Abrams problematizes the way we 

should study ‘the State’. Abrams’ theoretical position is neither to eliminate the state 

nor to reify it.  Instead he suggests that we challenge the unified appearance of the 

state by conducting empirical work to reveal the state’s capacities to exercise violence, 
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extract economic resources and frame representations of social relations, (Curtis 2001, 

p. 36-7).   

Although governmentality is at the center of the critical discussion here, 

political sociology is criticized for being state-centered (Abrams 1988; Mitchell 2002). 

“The state is not the reality behind the mask of political practice, but the mask that 

itself hides political practice from view” (Curtis 2001, p. 37). Meaning, this 

appearance of the ‘State’ as an inherently unified actor with intentions is false. Not 

only that, it also should be replaced by a more empirically grounded work of state 

capacities to exercise, to legitimize and to rationalize different forms of power. The 

organization of these capacities, Abrams suggests, is the ‘state system’.  

Thus, the theoretical ambition of this study is to explore the role of scientific 

practices in general, and statistics, in particular, in creating the state as a distinctive, 

rational and autonomous entity. I ask that we neither ignore the state nor to reify it. 

Following several works in sociology as well as in its peripheral disciplines (Abrams 

1988; Carroll 1999, Curtis 2001; Ezrahi 1990; Jasanoff 2004; Mitchell 2001; Mukerji 

1997) I wish to avoid seeing the ‘State’ as a subjective actor with a will of its own. 

Rather, as Mitchell puts it, while other approaches are “…concerned with the way 

modern states have misused the powers of science, and distinguishes this misuse from 

proper science, I am concerned with the kinds of social and political practice that 

produce simultaneously the powers of science and the powers of modern states” 

(Mitchell 2002, p. 312 fn. 77). The critical review of governmentality expands, I hope, 

its logic to state institutions, and creates room for practices of state-formation and 
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nation-building to be included in discussions on political power and science and 

technology.  

 

The development of statistics and nation-state formation 

The body of literature that studies national statistics as a particular practice of 

knowledge production by the state explores three major themes: A. The role of 

statistics in rendering groups legible and demarcating the population as unified and 

standardized, on the one hand, and in reinforcing or solidifying ethnic status, on the 

other hand (Anderson 1989; Kula 1986; Leibler 2004; Scott 1998). B. The 

development of statistics as intertwined with processes of nation formation (Bourguet 

1987; Curtis 2001; Leibler and Breslau 2005; Mitchell 2002; Nobles 2000; Patriarca 

1996; Prakash 1999; Zureik 2001), and with the bureaucratization and rationalization 

of the centralized state (Desrosieres 1998; Hacking 1990; Porter 1986). C. Censuses, 

identity numbers and identity cards have been mechanisms through which the right to 

access circuits of civility is constantly scrutinized; these mechanisms have constituted 

the civil subject, as described in contemporary accounts of governmentality (Caplan 

2001; Rose 1999; Torpey 2000; 2001). As such, practices of official statistics have 

influenced the political participation of different ethnic, religious or national groups 

(Young 1998; Oldfield 1998).  
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Statistical styles of reasoning 

In the first part of the proposal I briefly introduced several cases in which 

methodological reasoning was based on national considerations. I understand this 

association through Hacking’s concept of “styles of statistical reasoning” (based on 

Crombie 1984). This conceptual theme deals with different regimes of national 

statistics that are distinguished by their styles of reasoning. The term ‘style of 

statistical reasoning’ refers to that cluster of particular sentences, objects, tools and 

explanations, which create a particular statistical regime and define what counts as 

knowledge and what does not (Hacking 1992a; Schweber 2000). I am interested in the 

ways in which these regimes are established and become a canon of objectivity, and in 

the way they are maintained and gain their stability through an intimate connection 

with state institutions (Hacking 1992b).  

The literature on the history and philosophy of statistics can be sorted out 

according to this concept. It deals with questions about the worldview that statistics 

represented in particular periods and places (Desrosieres 1998; Gigerenzer 1989; 

Hacking 1987, 1990; Lazarsfeld 1961; Oberschall 1965; Porter 1986; 1987; Schweber 

2000; Stigler 1986). Does statistics describe communities or a ‘dot-like world’? Does 

statistics describe territory, i.e., the state, or does it describe demography, i.e., the civil 

society? And if, for example, it describes territory, how is the land divided, by abstract 

districts or by geographical boundaries of communities? Patriarca (1996), for example 

shows how these questions are important for understanding processes of unifying and 

imagining Italy as one nation. They are important because of the epistemological 
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infrastructure that a particular style creates, and because of its political implications. 

Schweber (2000) offers us a fascinating example of France in the 19th century, for the 

transition from the liberal descriptive style of statistics, based on an individualistic 

perception of society, to the inferential style, based on a more structural perception of 

society. The latter was perceived at the end of the 19th century as more reliable for 

institutional and academic reasons. What is interesting in the French example, is that 

the liberal style of official statistics was attractive, in the first half of the 19th century, 

because it was considered more objective and less attached to political interests; this 

shows how the strategies and considerations for accommodating and situating 

statistical knowledge in a state bureau were part of what constituted a particular style 

of statistical reasoning.  The concept ‘style of reasoning’ rejects the idea of a singular 

universal reason and allows the STS researcher to view and explain cases of 

knowledge production through local institutions.   

 

The local manifestations of universal knowledge 

A central question in STS is how systems of knowledge transcend their local 

context and travel to other places, thus gaining credibility as universal knowledge. The 

question has been asked in different forms by scholars such as Bowker and Star 

(2000), Latour (1987), Rudwick (1985), Shapin (1994) and Wise (1995), who all deal 

with the universalization of local knowledge. Each work focuses on A different set of 

mechanisms – boundary objects and boundary infrastructures, standardization and 

classification, centers of calculation and quantification, sociability, and gentlemanly 
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credibility - to explain the elevation of local scientific practices to the status of 

universal knowledge. What is common to all of them is that they describe these 

mechanisms as a process of transforming the production of knowledge into something 

that is taken for granted so that the form of knowledge that is produced, is perceived as 

objective and detached from political and partisan interests.  

Porter adds to the understanding of the making of universal knowledge by 

focusing on quantification as the main strategy by which knowledge is universalized. 

Objectivity, argues Porter, is a set of strategies for dealing with distance and distrust. 

Therefore, “If the laboratory, like the old regime village, is the site of personal 

knowledge, the discipline, like the centralized state, depends on a more public form of 

knowing and communicating” (1995, p. ix). Since objectivity of representation is 

manifested differently at different times and in different social-cultural settings (Porter 

1992), it requires a study of the local sites – such as central bureaus of statistics - of 

producing a quantified knowledge that can travel and cross geographical and social 

boundaries. The part of the project that examines this theme is the flow of knowledge 

between Britain and Canada, on the one hand, and between Canada and Palestine, on 

the other hand. I am interested in these connections and in the way they constituted a 

particular form of statistical knowledge in the two countries.  
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Why Compare? 

The purpose of the comparison is to be able to conceptualize and generalize the 

constitutive relationships between the emergence of statistics and practices of nation-

state building, beyond the singularity of a particular case. The comparison is based on 

major similarities between the two countries. Both countries are post-colonial societies 

that were once part of the British Empire, and both countries have a history of ethnic 

conflict between their major ethnic and national groups. Their status as erstwhile 

British peripheries has resulted in resemblances between institutional characteristics 

and ways in which scientific practices were employed in the realm of the state.  These 

initial similarities justify the possibility of comparison. Yet the question whether a 

comparative approach was needed, and other questions regarding my decision to 

conduct a comparative study, requires answers. The typologies that Skocpol & Somers 

(1980) and Bonnell (1980) present help me identify the types of comparison this work 

introduces. How do I justify a comparison of two different periods – the years around 

1948, in Israel, and the years around 1912, in Canada?  And, is this a full comparison? 

Can it be considered a “comparative” work of two parallel cases if it does not present 

and analyze the same phenomena in both countries? The answers to these questions 

are not conclusive but they justify the decision to undertake a comparative approach. I 

end this chapter with answers to these questions, after laying out the comparative and 

conceptual frameworks. In the concluding chapter I will deal with the question 

whether this is a successful comparison: was I able to fulfill my initial purpose – to 
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make a general statement about the constitutive relationship between national statistics 

and nation-state building processes?  

Bonnell (1980) argues that historians differ from sociologists in their 

unwillingness to undertake comparative analysis across temporal boundaries. They are 

reluctant to make a leap from one time to another and thus, think of a comparative 

framework that extends beyond a particular period as an inappropriate unit of 

comparison. This difference between sociologists and historians, she maintains, is 

connected to their use of theory in relation to history. The question of comparing 

Canada to Israel at two different periods of time occupied me during my research. 

Although the statistics of the beginning of the twentieth century represented a different 

phase of the development of the discipline than at mid-century, both countries were at 

similar stages in their consolidation as nation-states. As I will show later in this 

chapter, both countries, in spite of a very different political environments, had dealt 

with establishing their boundaries, state institutions and sovereignty. Thus the two 

countries were juxtaposed in their stage of nation-state building processes and their 

juxtaposition is based on this particular similarity. 

This brings the discussion to the first question I raised at the beginning of this 

section – what types of comparison does this study exemplify?  Bonnell divides 

comparative studies into two major types – the illustrative and the analytical. 

Generally speaking, the illustrative type has as its main point of comparison two cases 

on the one hand, and a theory, on the other. The cases in the comparison are brought 

forward only to illustrate and validate a theory, or concepts, in softer cases of the type. 
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The analytical type involves comparisons of cases where the cases are juxtaposed in 

order to find independent variables that might provide explanatory generalization. The 

‘type’ of comparison in this study is more illustrative then analytical. I do not try to 

find independent variables that would explain the differences and similarities between 

the cases, and I also do not attempt to offer a theory. My research aims to provide 

evidence for concepts such as the co-constitutive relationship of science and the state. 

It seeks to establish several arguments about the credibility of statistics and 

statisticians based on the power of state institutions on the one hand, and the 

constitution of social institutions on the other.  

The way Bendix’s work is analyzed by Bonnell (1980) and Skocpol and 

Somers (1980) better fits my comparative approach. Like Bendix, I do not present an 

idea or a theory as an explanation to be applied; I mean instead to establish a frame of 

reference for the historical cases, while the comparison between them reveals the 

particularities of each case (Skocpol and Somers 1980). My comparison is also not 

analytical since the “number of cases is too small and the number of variables too 

large” to draw causal inferences (Bendix 1976, in Bonnell, ibid). The function of 

comparative analysis, Bendix suggests, is to “sharpen our understanding of the 

contexts in which more detailed causal inferences can be drawn” (ibid). Bendix’s 

synthesis of different ideal types of comparative studies answers the last question of 

the completeness of the comparison. Skocpol and Somers argue that a contrast-

oriented type of comparison (versus the parallel demonstration of theory) perceives 

historical integrity by suggesting that “particular nations, empires, civilizations, or 
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religions constitute relatively irreducible wholes, each a complex and unique socio-

historical configuration in its own right” (Skocpol and Somers, ibid). An attempt to 

find parallel similarities or differences in the two cases would be an attempt to bend 

“history” for the sake of a reductionist, linear comparative model. It would also lose 

the richness of the particularities of each case.  My comparative approach aims to 

provide an understanding of the connection between statistics and the consolidation of 

the nation state rather than a casual explanation (Jasanoff 2004, p. 11). 

 

Methods: 

 The periodization of the research which represents the wider comparative 

project is as follows: Israel-Palestine - The study starts in 1922, the year in which the 

British Mandate conducted the first colonial census in Palestine. The first British 

census can tell us about the development of colonial numbers and the establishment of 

the statistical infrastructure in Israel-Palestine. The second point in time is 1935, the 

year in which Cudmore came to Palestine to help with the standardization of colonial 

statistics (Cudmore was the Canadian statistician who represented Canada and the 

British Empire in attempts to standardize statistics in British colonies). The third point 

in time is 1948, the year in which the state of Israel was established.  Canada - The 

first point in time is 1905-1918, the years in which the centralization of Canadian 

statistics took place, leading to the establishment of the Dominion Bureau of Statistics. 

The second point in time is 1935, when Canada initiated an internationalization of 

colonial statistics. These points of time are, of course, external, and used as temporal 
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anchors for understanding processes before and after each historical event. They are 

analyzed according to the four research themes mentioned above and in the proposal.  

In addition to secondary resources, the research is mainly based on primary 

documents found in different archives in Canada and Israel. Israel: Israel State 

Archive; Central Zionist Archive; Ben-Gurion Archive; Labor Movement Archive; 

Science Archives in Ben Gurion Institute. Canada: Canada’s Digital Collections; 

National Library of Canada; National Archives of Canada; Statistics Canada Libraries.  

The Structure of the Dissertation 

The empirical part of the dissertation opens with a comparative chapter, 

chapter 2, wherein I lay out the similarities and differences between the two countries 

in relation to centralizing national statistics. The chapter describes the contexts in 

which statisticians in Canada and Israel were consolidated as professionals working 

within a separate sphere of scientific knowledge. The main argument of this chapter is 

that demography and population management were the main concerns with which 

centralization was justified in Israel; developing the “economy”, and being able to be 

part of international economic activity the ones used in Canada. It forms the basis for 

the dissertation’s other chapters, and its overall structure.  Since my focus is on a 

particular stage of the development of national statistics – the stage of centralizing it 

under one bureau – the common dimension of the dissertation is the consolidation of 

the economy in both countries. The next two chapters are therefore about this theme in 

Canada and Israel. Chapter 3 presents the deliberations of the 1912 commission for 
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centralizing statistics in Canada. The chapter specifies the claims that were made for 

centralization and sorts them according to the different positions of the members of the 

commission. Hamilton Coats’ position was for consolidating a coherent and 

standardized statistical object through which different economic institutions could 

communicate with each other. This ambition was similar to the one presented by 

Bachi and his assistant, Hamburger in relation to demography and economic 

measurements 35 years later. I choose to contrast this chapter on Canada with the 

chapter on the constitution of the Israeli economy, although it refers to events that took 

place few years after the CBS was established. This chapter, chapter 4, is about the 

consolidation of Israel’s economy and its transition from a “political economy” style 

of reasoning to an economy represented by abstract measurements of national 

accounts, guided by the UN prescriptions for developing states. The main argument of 

this chapter is about statisticians’ role in constituting, among other institutions, Israel’s 

economy. While Canadian statisticians were focused on regulating the economy 

through standardization of forms, and ways of reporting export and import activities, 

Israeli statisticians worked to constitute a new economy, mostly with the assistance of 

American economists. Thus, chapters 3 and 4 form one axis of comparison. The other 

axis of comparison is the difference between the two countries’ contexts of 

organizational centralization of national statistics.  

The next two chapters, which are on demographic practices in Israel before and 

during the establishment of the state, are contrasted with the Canadian case.  In 

chapter 5 we see that Bachi, with his “political demography” approach, strove to 
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construct the Mizrahim as a coherent object while they were still a neglected minority 

in the Yishuv, and before the arrival of mass immigration from Asia and Africa. Then 

in chapter 6, on the first census and national registration in Israel, we see how 

significant statisticians were in demarcating the boundaries of Israeli society and its 

citizenry. Through the negotiations Hamburger and Bachi had with a military 

committee in 1948, we also see that their main concern was how to apply similar 

standards of counting to different segments of the population. They asked to create a 

coherent statistical object and form numerical representations that would picture “the 

population” as accurately as possible. Both groups of statisticians, in Israel and 

Canada, held positions similar though very different style, to that held by Coats 35 

years earlier. Therefore, chapter 5 on political demography and chapter 6 on national 

registration are chapters that have in common with chapter 3, the consolidation of 

Canadian economic measurements. These chapters also establish the argument that 

statistical practices constitute social institutions such as citizenship and ethnic 

identities, and ascribe a rational characteristic to the state.  For the reasons discussed 

above I divide the dissertation into three major parts: Part I: Introduction and chapter 

2 create the comparative framework of the dissertation; Part II: Chapters 3 and 4 

discuss the consolidation of the Israeli and Canadian economies; Part III: Chapters 5 

and 6 introduce political demography in Israel as the main context for centralizing 

statistics; Part IV: Conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

POLITICAL CENTRALIZATION AND SCIENTIFIC CREDIBILITY – THE 

CASE OF ISRAEL AND CANADA 

 

Introduction
7
 

This chapter will examine statisticians’ claims for organizational centralization 

and professional autonomy. I will identify several cultural commitments to forms of 

legitimacy in both countries that enabled them to achieve their aims and to gain 

scientific credibility and political centrality. The chapter will show how in the Israeli 

case strong rhetorical claims were made for separating politics from science - 

teleological dichotomies of east vs. west, rationality vs. political interests, and 

enlightenment vs. ignorance and cultural inferiority. These claims were aimed at 

justifying the first census, which had far-reaching political consequences in stratifying 

Palestinians as second-class citizens. Alternatively, the Canadian statisticians used a 

more implicit rhetoric based on dichotomies of kinship vs. provinces or regionalism 

vs. nationalism, and autonomy vs. membership in the British Empire. Paradoxically, 

                                                 
7 Chapter 2 contains parts of the paper: “Statisticians’ Reason: Governmentality, 

Modernity, National Legibility.” Israel Studies 9(2) pp. 121-149, 2004.  
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the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) was able to establish an unchallenged 

statistical gaze for many years, while the Canadian Dominion Bureau of Statistics 

(DBS) did not prevent controversies over statistical representations, especially in 

relation to ethnic categorization. I show how the Israeli statisticians were focused on 

demography as the main reason for centralization while Canadian statisticians were 

focused on economic activities and on standardizing economic measurement in order 

to be part of the world. Each theme – demography and consolidating the economy – 

will be introduced and discussed in a separate chapter. I structure the chapter such that 

for each theme or argument I bring forward examples from both countries. This 

structure of leaping from one country to the other might make it difficult for the reader 

to follow but in terms of the argument it makes it more coherent than a structure that 

presents the two cases separately.   

 

The CBS and DBS - Machinery of Centralization 

In 1948, the new Jewish state was at war with both the local Arab population 

of Palestine – the Palestinians – and the neighboring Arab countries. It was a year 

marked by demographic upheaval.  While the Jewish community in Palestine 

comprised less than a third of the total population toward the end of the British 

Mandate, beginning in December 1947, many Palestinians either fled or were driven 

from their homes, leaving the country with a Jewish majority – some 85% of the total 

population. Yet while this numeric balance was considered one of the achievements of 

the war, the military and political leadership of the new state feared that Palestinians 
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who had fled to the surrounding countries might return to Israeli territory, reversing 

the demographic trend. Despite international pressure to repatriate a large number of 

refugees, Israel was determined to prevent the Palestinian returnees from reoccupying 

their former homes and lands and took several steps under the banner of a ”war on 

infiltration,” including razing some of the Arab villages that had been abandoned since 

the war, while quickly moving to resettle Jewish immigrants on the sites of others. It is 

clear, then, that demography and population management have been central concerns 

of Israel’s leaders since 1948. CBS was one of the dominant institutions established in 

1948 to assist leaders in their demographic and administrative decisions. Chapter 7 on 

National Registration and Chapter 6 on Political Demography will establish this 

argument. 

Unlike Israel, Canada in 1918 was not involved in a war within its own 

borders.  However, the establishment of the DBS in that year demonstrates the crucial 

role that statistics played in “securing the nation” in Canada in ways similar to Israel. 

At that time, Canada was a young nation that only a few decades before had been 

constituted as a confederation of distinct provinces that functioned as separate political 

entities. Their geographical separateness contributed to their economic, cultural and 

political independence. The process of bringing these autonomous provinces into one 

unified nation presented the dilemma of kinship versus provinces, and nationalism 

versus regionalism; a problem that continues to the present. It must be made clear that 

provincialism and regionalism are not the same concerns: the first relates to a legal, 

bureaucratic and political independent unit while the latter refers to a geographical 
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separateness, which created politically, culturally and economically distinctive 

communities. This is a perennial theme in Canadians’ national identity. In addition the 

archival records documenting the statistical system’s organizational structure show a 

tension between the goals of national independence and membership in the British 

Empire.  

In Israel, the environment in which national statistics emerged was tied deeply 

to the consolidation of a new state with rational rather than partisan bureaucracy. The 

CBS’ establishment in August 1948 was followed by a transformation of national 

statistics from a fragmented array of statistical departments of various pre-state 

institutions to a centralized office. Professor Roberto Bachi and Dr. Pinhas Hamburger 

were selected to head up the system of Israeli national statistics. As former 

statisticians under the British Mandate, with no affiliation with the Labor Settlement 

Movement (LSM)8, the nomination of Bachi and Hamburger was contrary to the 

demands of LSM members to dominate the new bureaucracy and exert their influence 

on national statistics.9 The perception among the Zionist organizations was that 

statistics should serve as a means to political ends. However, the use of statistics by 

political organizations during the period prior to the establishment of the state led to a 

general distrust of statistical figures among the Jewish and Palestinian populations. A 

centralized system, as I argue in general in the dissertation, would eliminate 

alternative statistical representations and establish itself as a sole representational 
                                                 
8 The dominant political party of those days which held most of the positions in the pre-state Zionist 
organizations. 
9 On the objection to Bachi’s selection, see ISA: RG 41/112/12 February 1948; RG 41/117/37 March 
1948. On a general review of the statist ideology of those days, led by the first prime minister, David 
Ben-Gurion, see: Medding1990, p. 134 f., 173; Yanay 1987, p.169-189.  



41 

 

 

voice. More specifically, the establishment of a centralized system served as both a 

rejection of the demands of LSM and a reaction to the Zionist instrumental view of 

statistics. Israeli statisticians took a number of steps to expand their monopoly over the 

means of statistical production: they (1) eliminated competing statistics departments; 

(2) appropriated control over each stage of production of governmental statistics and 

made it subject to the Bureau; (3) prevented any publication of statistical materials by 

other government offices while demanding exclusivity in publications; and (4) 

determined the conditions for academic qualification of professional statisticians. But 

the most important step was to separate the CBS from all other government offices 

making it directly answerable to the Prime Minister.10
 

In the years following its establishment, the CBS enjoyed a growing degree of 

prestige among different sectors of the Israeli public, such as universities, industry, 

economic institutions, politicians and government agencies. Its statistical 

measurements and classifications were rarely disputed. Furthermore, the CBS’ 

foremost statistician, Prof. Roberto Bachi, had established the first two statistics-

related departments at the Hebrew University. Finally, the Bureau’s statisticians 

belonged to various academic and scientific societies, and published articles in 

academic journals of statistics. 

Though the process of establishing a centralized statistical system in Canada 

was slower than in the Israeli case, Canadian statisticians displayed similar ambitions 

for centralization. Their desire for centrality was well articulated before 1918. Tache, 

                                                 
10 Central Zionist Archives (here and after CZA) S25/9686, January 1948, 7-8, 16; ISA: RG 
43/5458/29; RG 43/5458/29; RG 43/5459/2; RG 94/3562/4. 
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the 19th century statistical architect of Canada, argued in a report written in 1865 for a 

centralized system that would be far reaching in its effect.  The system was included in 

the British North America Act establishing it under the jurisdiction of the federal 

government and requiring national rather than local direction (Goldberg 1955). 

Following several decades of general dissatisfaction with the conditions of national 

statistics, the “federalization” of statistics was finally reached in 1918 with the 

establishment of a centralized bureau headed by Dr. Robert Hamilton Coats, a 

specialist in Classic studies who was DBS’ foremost statistician (Urquhart 1987).  

The office of Trade and Commerce was created in 1892 with the dual purposes 

of establishing centralization and developing statistics on a national level. George 

Foster, the Minister of Trade and Commerce, participated in several commissions that 

had dealt with attempts to strengthen the federal government, hosted the colonial 

conference of 1914 held in Ottawa, and traveled to New Zealand and Australia to learn 

how these two countries succeeded in establishing central bureaus of statistics. Foster 

realized that understanding the patterns of complex interdependency in imperial 

economic development and achieving economic autonomy would require an 

“…extension and improvement of statistics – particularly as to their comparability – 

among the countries of the British Empire” (Worton 1998, p. 60). In 1912 he started 

taking an active part in the Dominions Royal Commission.  In 1916, he was 

nominated as one of the four British government representatives at the Allied 

Economic Conference in Paris, and shortly after he received the appointment to the 

Imperial Privy Council (pp. 60-61). The initial motive to systematize national statistics 
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was part of a larger program for Canada’s autonomy. The question is: Why did the 

requirement for comparability between different colonies function as means for more 

autonomy?  

The environment in which the two bureaus were founded was very different in 

each country. While the context of developing a centralized system in Israel was 

directly related to political pressures to intervene with the production of official 

numbers, statistics in Canada were developed conceptually and practically in relation 

to other dominions of the British Empire, particularly Australia and New Zealand - the 

white-settler colonies. In Israel the establishment of the bureau raised objections by 

members of the Zionist organizations of the pre-state period; members who wanted to 

take a dominant part in the new bureaucracy.  Meanwhile, in the Canadian case, the 

initiative to centralize the statistical system came from a strong political patron whose 

vision, commitment and political authority were the driving force behind the 

organizational transformation of the statistical system during the years prior to the 

establishment of DBS. On the other hand, in Israel, in spite of his distinguished 

academic credentials and the support of the Prime Minister, Ben-Gurion, Roberto 

Bachi had to deal with repeated attempts during the bureau’s first years to erode the 

jurisdiction of CBS.  In contrast, DBS did not encounter such intense attempts to erode 

their jurisdiction.   

In Canada, George E. Foster, who was appointed in 1911 as the Minister of 

Finance, Trade and Commerce, was a strong political ally of Coats and created the 

institutional conditions for enhancing centralization. One of these institutional 
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conditions was the founding of a committee that would discuss the necessary steps 

toward centralization. For example, the Dominion of Statistics, which previously was 

part of the Agriculture office, was transferred, in 1912, to the Office of Trade and 

Commerce. The committee, which was appointed a few weeks after this change, was 

employed by Foster to critically examine official statistics and to make 

recommendations for a more systematic body of statistics.  Following his 

recommendation, the “Dominion Statistician” office was established, which was 

defined as the “Controller of the Census”. This committee served as a source of 

legitimacy for Coats’ claims for a central office. Coats titled these steps as “The 

Principles and Machinery of Centralization”. 

Likewise, in Israel, objections to Bachi’s candidacy were raised11. Opponents 

argued that such a sensitive position, as leading the production of national statistics, 

could not be held by people who were more committed to science than they were to 

Zionist goals or to the party’s interests; Hamburger was specifically suspected of not 

being Zionist enough on these grounds. As one opponent noted, “As an indication of 

his character and behavior, we can see ... that the language spoken in his home is 

English while Hebrew is totally negated.” In a period when reviving the Hebrew 

language as part of the nationalist project was a priority, the fact that the incorrect 

language was spoken in the home was in itself enough to challenge Hamburger’s 

Zionist commitment. As Bachi’s opponent noted, “I believe and I am convinced that 

he does not deserve to hold a national and Zionist position in the preparation of 

                                                 
11  ISA: RG 41/112/12 February 1948; RG 41/117/37 March 1948. 
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[establishing] the state after thousands of years.”12 In addition, Bachi was suspect 

because of his political affiliation — he was not part of Labor Settlement Movement, 

which was the dominant political party of that time.  Opponents argued that his 

selection was dangerous to the public and to the national security of Eretz Israel (in 

Hebrew: Land of Israel). It was not only that someone who did not have the proper 

political affiliation might give the list of voters to other political groups, but he might 

also bias the scientific and technical activities, such as the transformation of the 

geographical distribution of the country into statistical districts as a preparation for the 

first elections13. The conflict, then, was between two different claims of legitimacy in 

the selection of governmental technocrats. The first is based on a commitment to the 

Zionist project. According to this view, statistics is perceived as a tool for enhancing 

political goals. The alternative view, which was rare, was based on commitment to 

scientific principles, even when it contradicted political goals14. 

 

Claims for “A Central Thinking Office” 

In its extensive report, the 1912 committee recommended centralizing the 

Canadian statistical activity based on different claims. The first claim is more intrinsic 

to the quality of the collected and processed data: a fragmented statistical system has 

several weaknesses, such as lack of harmony, coherence and common purpose, as well 

                                                 
12 ISA: RG 41/107/3 June 1948. 
13 ISA: RG 43/5460/1902/v. 
14 Even if one disagrees with the definition of statistics as science, in the debate over the governmental 
positions, it was considered as science. In their documents, the first statisticians also defined statistics as 
science and in opposition with political interests. 
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as the lack of uniformity and homogeneity, all “…considered to be the fundamental 

defect which must be met and overcome in the existing situation.”15. In addition to 

these weaknesses, the committee was concerned about the absence of leadership in 

questions of interface between science and national development:  

The scope of the Canadian statistics has been 
restricted… There has been no general answer to 
the question: What statistics should a country 
such as Canada possess? I.e., what are the 
phenomena requiring the scientific 
measurements supplied by statistics if Canadian 
national development is to proceed to the best 
advantage?16  

 

The ability of statisticians to communicate with other statisticians in other 

countries, according to the committee, and to make international comparisons, a 

continual theme in Coats and Foster’s arguments toward centralization, became 

“indispensable to the national progress of Canada.” (Bowley 1908, p. 3). The solution, 

asserted the committee, is to coordinate the statistics of Canada under “a single 

comprehensive scheme and so to extend them that they may meet the present needs of 

the country and follow the probable course of its development” (ibid). The committee 

closed with the claim for a ‘central thinking office’ and justified it with the success of 

the Australian and German centralized systems.  

The idea of a central thinking office clearly demonstrated the British influence 

on how national statistics should look. Sir Arthur Lyon Bowley, a British political 

                                                 
15 CSA: RG 31 Acc. 89-90/133, box 8, file 834 pt 2,3,4, 1915 

16 CSA: RG 31 Acc. 89-90/133, box 8, file 834 pt 2,3,4, 1915. 
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scientist of the late 19th century wrote extensively about making statistics public, 

official, and centralized. In his famous article on the improvement of official statistics, 

Bowley focused his attention on how to make statistics comparable between places, 

countries and different points of time; he also made practical suggestions on 

improvements within each country. The first aspect he discusses is the accuracy of 

statistics made possible by compulsory powers of collecting statistics: ”If the method 

of samples were employed with compulsory powers, we could, … by a rapid and 

abridged investigation get a great deal of unbiased information” (p. 477). Bowley was 

concerned about the level of professionalization and, therefore, he aimed his 

recommendations toward professionalizing the people who deal with statistics in order 

to achieve maximum accuracy. Bowley also mentioned the lack of autonomy and the 

fact that a “hierarchy of officials”, of politicians and civil servants, had the tendency to 

be involved in official statistics before they are published, which delayed publications. 

He maintained Parliament members interrupted the work of statisticians by asking 

them questions about their investigations whenever they felt the need.  These 

interruptions slowed down the work.  

Bowley’s concern about political pressures was not abstract. Coats initiated 

steps to structure a bureau that would be protected from any partisan forces which 

might risk the autonomy of the bureau (Kirkham 1975). Institutionalizing the 

exclusivity of the bureau was an urgent goal due to the fact that Canada was a young 

confederation of different provinces and required a federal bureau that would prevent 

the provinces from developing their own statistical system, a bureau that would to 



48 

 

 

subordinate them to a federal agency (Coats 1955). Coats’ success was in giving the 

Bureau an independent status through legislation, gaining a complete separation from 

governmental offices, and making the Bureau responsible only to the Minister of the 

Crown (Worton 2000, pp. 91-92). The Bureau was able to monopolize the 

aggregation, production and publication of national statistics (Beaud and Prevost 

1993; 1998). 

Coats recommended several practical steps to increase the DBS’ autonomy .17 

These steps began with making the central office responsible, both directly and 

indirectly, for all publications issued by the government. Next, it would have 

machinery of calculation, library, trained staff, and inquisitorial powers to impose on 

residents replying to statistical surveys. Coats also spoke about founding “an 

economic laboratory” as a necessary tool for a central bureau of statistics. Lastly, 

Coats, who perceived centralization through a teleological lens – as a more advanced 

form of organization - was worried that tendencies toward decentralization might still 

exist. His main concern was the objective of different departments to enlarge their 

statistical activities independently. His concerns were directed toward the province of 

Quebec, which had created a central statistical office in 1913 (ibid, p. 2). In order to 

limit decentralization tendencies similar to those in Quebec, Coats portrayed the 

central office primarily as a location for coordination between a central office and the 

statistical activities of the provinces18.  

 

                                                 
17 CSA: RG 31 Acc. 89-90/133, box 8, file 834 pt 2,3,4, 1915; ibid, July 13th 1915. 
18 CSA: ibid; ibid. 
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In The Name of the Needs of Statistics 

Roberto Bachi, who would become the main statistician of the Israeli Bureau 

—with the assistance of two other statisticians from the Mandate government —, 

wrote several documents in which he described his concept of governmental services 

of statistics.19 His main recommendation was to centralize statistical services and to 

position them under the direct authority of the Prime Minister. Centralization was 

promoted because decentralized services would mean that each governmental office 

would have its own statistics unit (as happens in the US), and would be under the 

direct supervision of each minister. The concept of centralization was well received by 

Ben-Gurion and his allies. Centralization permitted the creation of a uniform voice 

that left little doubt as to the meaning of the statistical representations published by the 

government, while decentralized services could be associated with attempts by 

different politicians to intervene, and even control, statistical output20. Bachi’s 

recommendation was not a direct one, however; it was the conclusion drawn from a 

long detour in which he and his colleagues, as statistical entrepreneurs, translated the 

different interests of the politicians into the “needs” of statistics as a scientific 

discipline. They “scientifically” authorized the craving for centralization of their 

political patrons (Ben-Gurion and his staff) by locating the issue of centralization 

within the wider context of Israeli society and its structure. Thus statisticians 

explained the centralization of statistical services as a “ministration of curative 

                                                 
19 CZA: S25/9686, January 1948; ISA: RG 10/111/3560 February 1948. 
20 The concerns Ben-Gurion and Teddy Kollek had about the intervention of politicians were expressed 
a decade later as justification for a centralized bureau; see ISA: RG 94/3552/2 January 1963; RG 
43/5458/29; RG 43/5459/2 February 1956. 



50 

 

 

knowledge” (Shapin and Schaffer 1985); i.e., statistics was presented as capable of 

providing cures for society’s ills. As the quotation below suggests, the justification for 

centralized services was built on the analysis of society’s problems: 

The “natural” and main difficulty of the 
statistical work in the land of Israel results from 
the “orientalist” nature of the Arabic population; 
from its under-cultured nature; and from the fact 
that this population doesn’t understand statistical 
research. This lack of understanding is expressed 
by its resistance to provide accurate statistical 
information21. 

 

Therefore, Bachi argued, in the land of Israel it was necessary to have a careful 

examination of the data, including how it was collected and the ways in which it was 

rationalized. Moreover, 

The data [about Palestinians] during the twenty 
years before 1948 were collected according to 
procedures that are justified neither scientifically 
nor practically, and were published with data 
about Jews without any distinction [between the 
categories that measured both groups — Jews 
and Palestinians]. The political fiction of a 
unified “Palestinian” population creates a 
complete data on Jews and faulty material on 
Arabs22. 

 

Being careful wasn’t the only necessary approach; Mizrahim — Jews who 

emigrated from Muslim countries — needed special statistical treatment as well: 

“Extra flexibility in inventing ways to collect data is required in relation to the Hebrew 

                                                 
21 CZA: S25/9686, January 1948, p. 2. 
22 Ibid, p.3. 
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population, a population with multiple colors, languages and problems23.” Palestinians 

and Jews resisted statistical inquiry not only because of their “orientalist” nature, but 

also because they were hostile toward any governmental activity undertaken by the 

British Mandate: 

The poisoned political atmosphere in our country 
has had a damaging influence on the regularity 
of the statistical work… The general distrust in 
the politics of the [British] government is also 
manifested, of course, in a baseless doubts 
toward enterprises that have no political 
intention or technical defect24. 

 

Bachi claimed that most of the administrative difficulties would stop 

automatically after the establishment of the state. He predicted, however, that the 

natural barriers that resulted from the characteristics of both populations would not 

disappear, and the new state would not be able to accomplish its goals without 

statistics: 

It was clear that, just as every advanced country 
must track this kind of normal phenomena, in 
Israel, which is on the road to being an advanced 
country, it was inconceivable to carry out 
everything that the state had taken upon itself, 
without basic statistical information25. 

It was therefore obvious that a deep organic and 
comprehensive reform was required if they 
wanted the statistical work of the state to be at a 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid, p. 4. 
25 Personal interview with Bachi, March 1992. 
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level that could satisfy its internal needs and its 
duties in the international field of statistics26. 

 

My understanding of these texts is based not only of the quotations above but 

also on Bachi’s work, as will be introduced in the next chapters. But, here we can 

draw on several themes that were implied or mentioned overtly: First, natural 

difficulties were ascribed to the Oriental elements of the population. Second, the 

segregation between the two ethnic groups in the statistical inquiry (because of the 

fragmented statistical services in Palestine) created a political fiction of a unified 

“Palestinian” population, while the reality was that there were only fragmented Arab 

groups; the formative text individualized Palestinians, thus denationalizing them, a 

point I will expand upon in the later chapters National Registration and Political 

Demography. Third, the text implied that the Hebrew population was going to become 

extremely diversified because of a massive immigration of Jews from Muslim 

countries — an operation which Bachi himself was involved in planning. Again, this 

argument is only implied in the text and will be established extensively in the chapter 

Political Demography. Hence, Bachi and his colleagues concluded that they needed to 

change the structure of the statistical services from fragmented to centralize. 

Coats’ claims for centralization were less passionate than Bachi’s but clearly 

reflect the ways in which Canadian statisticians at the beginning of the twentieth 

century located themselves and their discipline in relation to the state. The main 

reason for centralization was the census, since it required a thorough understanding 

                                                 
26 CZA: S25/9686, January 1948, p. 7. 
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and control of the scope of general statistics. Coats divided statistics into two types: 

static and dynamic. Static statistics referred to the state’s need for information which 

is a snapshot of one moment so it can institute “a general stock sheet” of the condition 

of society in cross-section at a particular moment. At the same time, the state needed 

dynamic statistics to represent a continuous movement of different social and 

economic phenomena. But these two types of record needed to be coordinated as a 

unit. A centralized bureau could achieve this goal. What was interesting about Coats’ 

analysis was his organist metaphor of the state (and not society):  

In fine – a true national statistics is not a mere 
aggregation of the statistics of different 
activities, but involves also a purview of the 
totality of phenomena, the state being, as already 
remarked, an entity… Like the human body, the 
state requires a series of special investigations 
covering particular functions and organs, but 
these must grow out of and relate to a general 
science which covers the organism as a whole. A 
synthesis of this description must rest on a wide 
and sound foundation of general intelligence. 
(Coats 1929, p. 88)  

 

Coats summarized his article by saying that a central bureau “…establishes a 

national laboratory for the prosecution of civil research, conceived from the widest 

angle and alive to the lines which such research should follow in indicating and 

assisting the evolution of the nation’s progress” (ibid, p. 98).  The nation is being 

reflected in national statistics, as the Trade and Commerce commission report of 1920 

argued:  
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The statistics of a nation are, in point of fact, the 
quantitative expression of the characteristics and 
activities of the people, and hence, they are the 
most profound significance… They have long 
since passed the stage of being ancillary to 
administration in the narrow sense and are a 
scheme of organization in themselves, framed 
with the broadest purposes in view. 

 

Statistics are not instrumentally used to support the administration, Coats 

claimed; rather, they have a significant existence of their own, as representations of 

the Canadian nation. Yet, the text does think of Canada independently, which indicates 

that in 1920 statistics in the Canadian context was not perceived only as part of the 

nationalist project but was maybe mainly seen as an important element of being a 

fraction of the British Commonwealth. Thus, “If this [the argument in the quotation 

above] is to be true of individual nation,” Hanson maintained, “it would appear 

equally true of that heterogeneous yet firmly welded group known as the British 

Commonwealth”. The focus was, therefore, being part of the Empire as well as 

strengthening domestic unity. 

  

Economic Statistics Versus Demography 

In January of 1948, a few months before the state of Israel became sovereign, a 

committee called “the situation committee” discussed the structure of the new 

governmental bureaucracy. The committee was seeking proposals for forming the 

structure of official statistics. It received two proposals with different views on how a 
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system of official statistics should look. Two individuals from the pre-state society 

submitted the proposals - Roberto Bachi and Y. Tzidrovich. As discussed above, 

Bachi was a demographer brought to the British Mandate to prepare a census of the 

entire population of Palestine. Tzidrovich was a central economist in the pre-state 

Jewish society who worked at the Jewish Agency. Bachi’s proposal recommended a 

centralization of the statistical services; Tzidrovich’s was for decentralization. 

Tzidrovich’s proposal was rejected.  Bachi started with preparations for establishing a 

central bureau of statistics in January 1948. It is striking that the two proposals viewed 

the core of official statistics differently. Bachi, as a demographer, put an emphasis on 

demography and population management while Tzidrovich saw economic statistics as 

the most important task of official statistics. 

The differences between the two proposals were not only in the way they 

viewed the organizational structure of the statistical services, which was the most 

common form of the pre-state organizations, or in the candidates’ affiliations; they had 

different views on the division of labor between statistics and economics. At the core 

of Tzidrovich’s proposal was the suggestion of separating economics and statistics 

into two different disciplines. While economics was discussed as a discipline that 

referred to a specific field of activity, statistics was only an instrument. Therefore, 

statistics should be attached to different fields of social action, though mainly to the 

economic field: 

When statistics is not embedded within an economic 
approach, it becomes disconnected from reality [real 
world]; and every economics that is operating in the 
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darkness of abstract assumptions enters into a labyrinth 
without being able to gain any real result27. 

 

Also, Tzidrovich argued that statistics (focused on economics) and 

demography (Bachi’s expertise) are two separate disciplines; thus, the organizational 

structure of the statistical services should reflect this division. Each governmental 

office would have a statistical unit and the main statistical office would deal with 

economic statistics. Moreover, he argued:  

When there is such a clear centralization [as proposed by 
Bachi], it could blur the desired division of labor between 
different governmental roles; it would be as if ‘his hand is 
in everything and everything is in his hand’. Therefore, 
the conclusion is clear: We need to act with a special 
carefulness toward any ambition to have a complete 
centrality in the sense mentioned above28.  

 

Here Tzidrovich rejects the option suggested by Bachi for a centralized office 

of statistics, based on the reasoning that this would give too much control in domains 

that are not supposed to be under a central authority of the statistical services. The 

expression ‘his hand is in everything and everything in his hand’ is an idiom in 

Hebrew that refers to God.  

Bachi’s emphasis on demography can be related to his field of specialization, 

yet it was justified in terms of the ethnic diversity of the country, in terms of the 

presence of different ethnic and national groups. Interestingly, Coats effectively did 

                                                 
27 ISA: RG41/107/18 

28 Ibid. 



57 

 

 

not refer to this aspect of Canadian society. The need for a central office of statistics is 

anchored in the importance of economic statistics. Coats reviews the field of 

information, the history of statistics and its uses as necessary knowledge to solve 

problems that have a distinct social or economic aspect; statistics is the method to 

observe, analyze and interpret social and economic phenomena and thus,  

As experiment, with its typical equipment the 
laboratory, is the outstanding inductive engine of 
research in natural sciences, so statistics, with its 
mathematical technique and its mechanical 
appliances for the shortening of the labour of 
compilation and calculation, is the inductive 
method par excellence in the social and 
economic sciences, and in all other cases where 
phenomena cannot from their nature be 
arbitrarily manipulated and controlled. (p. 83) 

 

On the question of the place of statistics in national administration, Coats, like 

Bachi, expressed a totalistic view of statistics – it is not merely a method; it is not 

distinct from sociology or economics; it embraces those fields. He portrayed the 

characteristics of state statistician as follows: While statistics is essentially a sub-field 

of knowledge -- a methodological tool used by various disciplines -- state statistician 

is required to be familiar with the subject to be investigated, meaning, to have a wide 

knowledge of the social sciences’ disciplines. Thus, when statistics is applied to fields 

such as economics, it is not only a method, as opponents might argue, but rather “itself 

embrace[s] the content of the subject under investigation.” Coats perceived statistics 

“a science in the true sense of the term” and, he added in a footnote, this argument is 

strengthened if we consider the fact that, historically, statistics was developed prior to 
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sociology or economics (Coats 1929, p. 84). How did this justify the centralization of 

statistics? According to Coats, the distinction between economics and sociology on the 

one hand and statistics on the other hand is impossible in governmental services.  

Having separate statistical services in each governmental department is inadequate. 

The government as a whole must have a holistic knowledge of the social and 

economic situation. This function should be performed by a central bureau of 

statistics.  

Coats was consistent with this comprehensive view of statistics with 

economics at its center when he organized the different statistical sub-fields: in the 

early years – around 1915 - Coats considered as major fields demography, 

transportation and economy; all the rest was put under administrative statistics – 

justice, education, public works, public lands, public utilities, health, hospitals, 

charities, etc29. Different economic aspects were classified in detail compared to 

general classifications of other fields. A year later Coats summarized statisticians’ 

plans for statistical centralization and reorganizations and stated that there is a greater 

need at present than at any previous time for economic guidance of the statistical 

system. 30 “With the end of the war, Canada must assume her part of the greatest 

reconstruction in history” (p. 1).  The main problem, according to Coats, is the 

economic system which needs to be dealt with as an issue of extreme complexity. He 

                                                 
29 CSA: RG 31 Acc. 89-90/133, box 8, file 834 pt 2,3,4, 1915; July 13th 1915. 
30 A national System of Statistics for Canada. RG 31 Accession 89-90/133 box 8 file 834 pt 2,3,4   
August 25th 1916. 
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quotes George Foster, the minister of Trade and Commerce and his political ally, who 

claimed that after WWI,  

…[T]he most destructive and wasteful war of 
history, the world will plunge into economic and 
trade contest… when a competition will be 
keener and stronger than ever, and when science 
and organization will play a leading part in any 
successful role. For this struggle Canada must 
gird her loins and make ready her full equipment 
of preparedness’ (ibid, p. 1)31.    

 

According to Coats, the combination of “science” and “organization” is 

necessary for succeeding in the international contest over resources. Canada’s new 

challenge after the war, argued Coats, will involve relations with other countries of the 

Empire and of the Allies. His concern is that Canadian statistics would not be equal to 

other countries in its scope and quality (p. 1). As an example Coats mentions the 

international conference to be held in 1916 in which Canada would not be able to take 

a significant part without centralizing its statistical system. Again, Coats links 

centralization and being part of international efforts to unify statistical tools, which 

raises the question of whether centralization is perceived as a particular “need” of 

statisticians whose peer group is other statisticians in other countries or whether it is a 

means for Anglophone Canada to unify the country.  

 

 

                                                 
31 Unless mentioned otherwise, all italic or bold letters are in the original documents.  
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Discussion 

 The first difference between crafting centralization in Canada and Israel is the 

level of awareness of and association with political power. While in Canada it seemed 

that the practices toward centralization were not aimed to increase political power, in 

Israel the political stakes were very clear and, thus, statisticians had to draw the line 

between themselves and politicians while clearly differentiating the boundaries 

between their science and politics. The second difference between the two cases is the 

content with which the different groups of statisticians were occupied and how they 

used this content to justify centralization.  Canadian statisticians focused on the 

economic activity of Canada within the country and internationally, while Israeli 

statisticians focused on the demographic composition of the country.   

An additional difference was the rhetoric each group used to legitimize 

centralization. Coats did not employ a nationalistic rhetoric. In comparison to Bachi 

his rhetoric is devoid of “social” context and is less strident. One might think this is 

due to differences in “national character” between the two countries and their peoples, 

but looking at the period prior to Confederation in Canada, as portrayed in Curtis’ 

book The Politics of Population, reveals an enormous difference between the 

passionate and fierce picture Curtis describes and the texts Coats wrote. It seems that 

one explanation is that society in the Canadian context of the early 20th century is 

already sui generis while in the Israeli texts it is still to be defined. Also, it seems that 

the nationalist project is much clearer in the Israeli case than in the Canadian case, 

though the Canadian texts do talk about the need to be an independent entity and less 
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connected to the commonwealth. Finally, statisticians’ claims for separating science 

from politics in Israel were a justification to conduct a census with clear political 

implications while Canadian statisticians did not initiate such a state operation as part 

of a military conflict. In spite of the dissimilarities, both cases are expressions of 

different stages of embedding state power in mapping the population and economic 

activities; both are different modes of “technology of government” and “rationalities 

of government”.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE 1912 STATISTICAL COMMISION –  

REGULATIVE CENTRALISATION
 32

 

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I compared the general conditions under which 

centralization was achieved in Canada and Israel. I tried to identify the institutional, 

rhetorical, and disciplinary differences between the two countries. In this chapter, I 

focus solely on the main instrument that enhanced centralization in Canada - the 

Canadian commission started to act in 1912 and was active for several years 

following, while the bureau was established in 1918.  While Israeli statisticians 

recommended, planned, and established a central bureau within several months, 

Canadian statisticians took six years of preparations.  

The minutes of the Canadian commission deserve the attention I give them in 

this chapter because they reveal different stages of thinking about centralization.  They 

also reveal different views of the obstacles Canada was facing as a result of a 

fragmented system, and consequently, different ideas of what the solution to these

                                                 
32 CSA: RG 31 vol. 1419 A70 pt. I.  
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obstacles would be. Moreover, the subject matter that the commission members were 

dealing with - statistics of import and export – was not just a narrow aspect of national 

statistics, but, on the contrary, was seen as a crucial part of demarcating and defining 

the nation’s boundaries. In the following pages, I attempt to portray the general 

context that gave significance to economic statistics – the tension between regionalism 

and federalism. This tension resulted from conflict between core and peripheral 

provinces and between the local elites in each province and the central elite in Ontario. 

My thinking about this tension is based on the conceptualization of the relationships 

between local and central power offered by Chandra Mukerji in Territorial Ambitions 

and the Gardens of Versailles (1997), as well as Foucault’s concept of 

governmentality, which explains the spread of central power through local sites. I call 

the type of governmentality in the Canadian context “regulative governmentality.” 

The main purpose of this chapter is to explain why economic statistics, mainly 

import-export statistics, were the primary target of statistical reorganization in Canada. 

I do so by putting economic statistics in the context of the Canadian National Policy, 

which aimed to unify the country, fight regionalism, and strengthen Canada’s 

economic and political boundaries. The chapter describes how the “census and 

statistics bureau” was transferred from the agriculture department to trade and 

commerce. I understand this transfer as an epistemic shift from the “will to know” to 

the “will to intervene.” The chapter then describes the steps taken by the minister of 

trade and commerce and the chair of the commission to achieve legitimacy and 

cooperation through their attempts to create a more centralized system of statistics. 
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Finally, I identify the two main positions of the commission’s members: one, 

represented by the chair of the commission, for a more coordinating office and the 

other, represented by Coats, for a central bureau with legislative powers that would 

impose general standardization. The first position is oriented toward creating “order” 

and the second toward creating a coherent statistical object.  The difference between 

the two positions might help to explain why Coats, not Grigg, was chosen to lead the 

statistical system. While Grigg provided more efficiency and order, Coats opened the 

possibility to participate in the international economic field as a strong actor. 

 

Regionalism as a Threat to Canada’s Sovereignty: 

One of the most conspicuous dissimilarities between Canada and Israel is the 

geographical size of each country. While Israel is hardly noticeable on a world map 

and can be easily crossed by a car from west to east or from north to south (20,330 sq 

km), Canada is the second largest country in the world (9,984,670 sq km). The 

geographical dimension has played central role in each country.  

For the new Israeli state, emphasizing its borders with Arab countries has been 

a constitutional element of nationalist practices after 1948 that has had political, 

economic, and social consequences until today. In fact, some scholars see Israel’s 

ongoing tendency to expand its borders as the core of Israeli nationalism and name it 

“spatial nationalism” (Kemp 2004). Others define the nature of Israeli democracy as 

ethnocracy (with the Jewish “ethnos” ruling the state instead of the “demos”) because 
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of its territorial policy to “Judaizing” the land, changing the demographic balance of 

the population in a particular geographical area from a Palestinian majority to Jewish 

majority, either by ethnic cleansing since 1948 or by the establishment of new 

settlements of Jewish immigrants (Yiftachel 1999; Peled 1992). The small size of the 

country has justified these practices of territorial expansion and population 

management. The fact that the land of the new state was not completely controlled by 

the Jewish population encouraged the foundation of a central control, a military 

government, to rule the non-Jewish parts of the population. In the chapter 6, I will 

discuss in detail the role played by the geographical enclaves occupied by the non-

Jewish population in motivating the statistical practices of the first state statisticians. 

In Canada, the development of national statistics was in response to challenges 

that the size of the country and its geographical structure created in Canada’s efforts to 

strengthen national ties. As was already argued in the previous chapter, regionalism 

has been a pertinent theme in Canada’s political and social reality, and one could 

relate this theme to the size of the country. The most typical example of regionalism in 

Canada is, of course, Quebec, whose regional separateness is based on ethnic, cultural 

and linguistic commonalities. Hiller (1996) introduces different explanations for the 

separateness of each region. First, political and capitalist interests of the provinces’ 

local elite, especially those in the periphery, favored regionalism over national unity. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century the major manufacturing of Canada was 

concentrated in Ontario and Quebec. This caused different levels of economic 

development in different areas of the country and, thus, dependency of the peripheral 
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provinces on the center; the peripheral provinces had little to exchange except raw 

material, which put them in a subordinate relationship to the center. For example, the 

import-export trade ratios during the 1960’s with Ontario show that while Quebec and 

Ontario were almost equal (4:5), the ratios with Alberta (1:8) and Saskatchewan (1:15) 

were highly unbalanced, and those with Prince Edward Island (2:47) and 

Newfoundland (3:1,000) were even more unbalanced (Campbell 1978, p. 120 in: 

Hiller 1996, p. 154). The import-export exchange ratios were also an indication of the 

attempts of provinces such as Alberta and Newfoundland to keep their natural 

resources in order to increase their own industries and employment opportunities. The 

economic and political elites from the hinterland of Ontario and Quebec were using 

the political apparatus and legislative mechanisms to marshal the region’s power. 

These attempts to strengthen the local region have been called province building (Pratt 

1977), and, although they are located in the more recent history of Canada, they 

demonstrate “…efforts to rearrange the old imbalances which have been such a major 

part of regional inequality” (Hiller 1996, p. 155).  

Regionalism in Canada also depends on its continental context – i.e., having 

borders with the USA adds to the regionalist tendency. Trans-border relations between 

the Maritime and southwest provinces with New England states, New York, and 

Michigan, all of which developed prior to Confederation in 1867, have competed with 

the internal Canadian ties. Canadian and American companies have tended to invest in 

the region, regardless of political borders, by building subsidiaries across borders and 

thereby created economic states-provinces interrelations (Hiller, p. 157-8). 
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Geographically, the Prairie West was intimately connected to the Great Plains of the 

Dakotas and Kansas, while being separated from Central Canada by the Canadian 

Shield and from British Colombia by the Rockies. British Colombia was almost 

entirely disconnected from Central Canada and became isolated (ibid, 164-7).  

In 1879, John A. Macdonald, the first ever Prime Minister, introduced the 

National Policy as a means of both solving the regional challenges that Canada had 

faced since Confederation and reclaiming the Canadian territory from west to east. 

The National Policy, which remained the government’s policy for a long time, had a 

clear purpose: to create a unified country with a national economy in order to cement 

the political framework of Confederation.  The original policy included three parts. 

The first was focused on building a transcontinental railway (Canadian Pacific 

Railway) that would run east-west rather than north-south. This would assure the 

sovereignty of Canada over its territory and give eastern industry access to the West 

(Innis 1948; Wallace 1948, pp. 369-374). The second part focused on planning a 

strong immigration policy to settle the west and provide costumers to eastern industry, 

while the third part sought to protect the infant Canadian industry with high tariffs and 

to provide a better standard of living and jobs for Canadians.  

Scholars have criticized the policy, arguing that Macdonald’s intentions were 

to strengthen Ontario over Quebec and exploit the West in order to profit the 

dominion. The policy created an uneven development between the regions and created 

all sorts of regional problems. Taylor (1948) even argued that the prosperity that came 

to Canada after 1879, as it did to the western world, gave somewhat a fictitious 
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prestige to the National Policy. Nevertheless, the policy that was supported heavily by 

the federal government became a permanent and important factor in Canada’s 

development and is considered to be the vital mechanism that integrated The Prairie 

region into the Canadian fabric (Bélanger 2004; Hiller, p. 164).  

Against that backdrop we can understand why the question of recording 

export-import exchange between the provinces and the center, and that between the 

peripheral regions and other countries, was crucial and central in statisticians’ mind 

when they thought of developing a more systematic statistics. It also explains why the 

economy was perceived as the core activity for uniting Canada as a nation. 

Macdonald, the father of the National Policy, thought, 

…The future of Confederation … hinged upon 
the development of the West. Without such 
development, the Americans would take over the 
West, encircle Canada and inevitably bring about 
its annexation. Hence, the dream of creating a 
peaceful and orderly society on the northern half 
of the continent would die (Bélanger 2004).  

 

The border with the US threatened Canada’s economic autonomy and strengthening 

east-west ties would be a step toward Canada’s sovereignty. Economic statistics was 

one mechanism, though not a negligible one, for demarcating Canada’s boundaries. In 

the next section I outline a theoretical argument that allows me to conceptualize the 

differences between the Israeli and the Canadian cases. 

Another explanation for the emphasis on the economy rather than demography 

is introduced by Wargon in her book Demography in Canada in the Twentieth 
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Century (2002). Wargon argues that “demography” as an academic field of research 

and as governmental practice of population management, was not very developed until 

the 1950’s in the English-speaking parts of Canada. Moreover, until the 1940’s 

Canadian universities had no academic programs of teaching and researching 

demography (pp. 28-29). Quebec, on the other hand, had already in 1913 established 

the Bureau of Statistics of Quebec (BSQ), which promoted demographic research on 

Quebec’s population. Henri Bunle, a French statistician who was recruited by 

Quebec’s Prime Minister, founded BSQ. He was conferring with Coats and Foster on 

the conception of federal and provincial statistics and promoted the idea of provincial 

bureaus of statistics. Hence, the fact that the political elite that pushed the 

centralization of statistics in Canada was in Ottawa meant that population management 

was not central to them. This changed after WWI when Canada had started to 

experience massive immigration. The rapid changes of the population drew DBS 

attention to the growth, composition and distribution of the population, as well as to 

inner migration that resulted from urbanization and industrialization processes.   

 

Constitutive Versus Regulative Power of Governmentality 

The concept of Regionalism in Canada is discussed in the context of a region’s 

local forces, which compete with processes that emphasize national unity or 

commitment. Local elites of the provinces would strive to keep political as well as 

economic power in their hands. This tendency also meant that it would challenge the 

intentions of the political elite in Ontario to centralize national affairs under the federal 
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government (Porter 1965). These contested terrains of processes of modern state 

formation and province building reflect conflict between local and central power. I 

would like to think about these relations in broader terms and examine the nature of 

these relationships by following Mukerji’s book Territorial Ambitions and the 

Gardens of Versailles (1997)33.  

Mukerji’s discussion of the French case in the early days of establishing the 

modern nation-state can shed light on the centralization of the Canadian and Israeli 

states. Rebuilding the French land was a resource for state formation and a laboratory 

for land control techniques used to construct the “territorial state”. Building the 

gardens was a political practice that “…marked and fortified territory that both 

enhanced and defined state power” (Mukerji 1997, p. 304).  Yet, state power results 

from a dual quality attributed to embedding the state in the landscape. It is an 

expression of central power but at the same time, of decentralized, local power: 

Acknowledging the material aspects of state 
power and looking at the politics of place in 
seventeenth-century France makes clear that we 
cannot talk about the state-building (as we often 
have in the past) as just a matter of political 
centralization. The territorial state may have 
centralized the social institutions of power, a 
formalizing, if not rationalizing them, but it also 
diffused power across the landscape. It made 
space a container of social life that simultaneously 
anchored and spread it geographically (Mukerji 
1997, p. 320). 

 

                                                 
33 The relationships between local and ‘universal’ knowledge have been discussed extensively by 
studies within Science and Technology Studies such as, Bowker and Star 1999, Callon 1986; Kula 
1986, Latour 1987; Bourguet; Porter 1995, Shapin 1995, Wise 1995.  
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By transforming the French landscape into a “State”, the central power was 

strengthened and marked state boundaries, but at the same time through buildings, 

offices and garrisons, it housed the diffused power of state bureaucracy (Mukerji 

1997, p. 323). The central quality of the state is based on the assumption that the more 

the power is centralized the more it is coercive. It is located in a center of calculation, 

which produces inscriptions and spreads them while creating the other quality of being 

de-centered and diffused (Latour 1987). Conquering the land and marking it as “state 

territory” is similar to the action taken by state statisticians to create readable 

statistical objects; statistical maps of the population and economic activities are the 

outcome of “marking the human action”. The power of statistics as epistemological 

infrastructure is based on unified categories that are produced by central organization. 

Nonetheless, national statistics as a form of knowledge is diffused and gains its power 

by being used in local sites in a non-coercive way. Mukerji’s analysis of the two 

locations that co-constitute “state territory” - the central power of the sovereign, and 

the local sites – is a theory of the nature of governance as articulated in a specific 

state, France. But the question is whether we will find the same relationships in other 

countries at their early stage of formation. Statistics in Canada of the early twentieth-

century tells us somewhat a different story, similar to what Curtis describes about the 

centralization of statistics in the nineteen-century (Curtis 2002).Yet, both countries, 

France and Canada, had to deal with local sites of power compared to, for example, 

the level of centralization achieved in Israel. Pointing to the actual mechanism that 
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enhanced centralization from a comparative perspective would tell us about the more 

specific nature of governance in each country.  

Although statistical representations in Canada of the 19th century could serve 

as political capital, through the depolitization of decisions and policies, Curtis argues 

that the Canadian ‘avalanche of numbers’ was a result of “… an extremely small state 

administration [that] was producing more documentary material by 1855 than 

parliament could even pay to print.” But if statistical practices are often related to 

political interests, statistical bulimia, continues Curtis,  

…Seemed often to result from no particular 
administrative or political interest; it was not a 
footnote to political reason. There was certainly 
no simple line of determination running from 
well-articulated ‘rationalities of government’ 
towards statistical investigation as a ‘technology 
of government’34.  

 

The question is, what is the initial point of departure of statistical activities prior to 

centralization in Canada and Israel. The Israeli case is clearer. Although the 

construction of the “state” as a rational political entity was defined through the 

centralization of statistical activity, coercive state institutions such as the military and 

the military government existed prior to and independently from the Central Bureau of 

                                                 
34 Curtis refers to Porter (1986) who argues that statistics in England of the 19th century was not an 
outcome of ideological practices and that although “…the history of statistics shed light on the relations 
between abstract science and what often seen as its applications. In truth, practice was decidedly ahead 
of theory during the early history of statistics, and “pure” or abstract statistics was the offspring, not the 
parent, of its application” (Porter 1986, p. 10). When discussing the centralization of power, Curtis 
ascribes the relationship between abstract science and practice (as per Porter) to the relationship 
between the reason of the state and its statistical applications.   
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Statistics and were very influential in shaping the political reality of Israel. Even a 

bureaucratic action such as the first census was conducted under the supervision of 

security forces, which made sure that the curfew would be conducted in an orderly 

fashion. Thus, the coerciveness of state institutions in Israel and their role in “making” 

the state seem to be different than the Canadian case, where local institutions play a 

key role. Similar to what Curtis argues about the 19th century, the practices that were 

involved in creating a centralized system during the 20th century were not aimed at, 

nor were they not self-conscious about, the same object – the “State” – even though 

we can say that they were part of consolidating the state. This difference leads me to 

look for a conceptual tool that would include both qualities of centralization 

demonstrated by the two statistical groups: the one that works intimately with more 

coercive institutions of the state, as the Israeli case displays, and the one that is being 

achieved by working with local institutions, as we can see in the Canadian case.  

Two analytical concepts may help us describe the differences between 

centralization in Israel and in Canada: the constitutive versus regulative power of 

centralization. By these two concepts I refer to the distinction made originally by 

Searle in his book Speech Act (1969) in which he defines regulate rules as  

…Regulate antecedently or independently 
existing forms of behavior; for example, many 
rules of etiquette regulate inter-personal 
relationships which exist independently of the 
rules. But constitutive rules do not merely 
regulate, they create or define new forms of 
behavior. The rules of football or chess, for 
example, do not merely regulate football or chess, 
but as it were they create the very possibility of 
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playing such games…. Constitutive rules 
constitute (and also regulate) an activity the 
existence of which is logically dependent on the 
rules (Searle 1969, pp. 33-334). 

 

Canada’s statistical activity was, as we shall see in this chapter, active independently 

of any political or administrative center. The 1912 statistical commission discussed in 

this chapter was the first step toward creating a “system”, a machine that would be 

regulated according to some central logic and whose parts would be coordinated by a 

central organization. But, since the two concepts refer to two different points of time 

of governance – the regulative centralization came after the statistical activity was 

already established and the constitutive centralization was established with the 

intention of constituting a new system that would later regulate the local sites – it is 

significant to point out that the Canadian statistical activity existed prior to the 

intention of centralizing, coordinating and standardizing it. Following this distinction, 

Israel demonstrated a different logic of centralization, one that aimed to initiate state 

statistical activity from its foundation while eliminating the existing activities and 

organizational units prior to the establishment of CBS. Moreover, the ambition of the 

Israeli statisticians was motivated by the larger context – the “Israeli Society”. Their 

ambition was to define the inner ethnic divisions, to demarcate the boundaries of the 

new society, and to constitute a new economic thinking. I choose these two concepts 

because I think that they express the two aspects of governmentality, discussed by 

Mukerji and Curtis.  Applying the almost invisible process of Governmentality to the 

Israeli context might not capture the coerciveness of the Israeli state institutions, 
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mainly in relation to the Palestinian population. It is the involvement of scientists in 

state practices that made this coerciveness more implicit.  

 

First Steps toward Centralizing the Statistical System: Shifting from Agricultural 

to Trade and Commerce Statistics 

A few weeks before the 1912 statistical commission had started its work in 

Canada, the Census and Statistics Office was transferred from the Agriculture to the 

Trade and Commerce Department. This transfer was the first step toward centralizing 

statistics in Canada. The transfer was in response to increasing criticism toward the 

work of the Statistics and Census Office in the Agriculture Department. Yet founding 

this office was also an indication of a growing realization of the need to arrange 

Canadian statistics in a way that would better serve “national interests”. One sign of 

this awareness was the attempt to strengthen the mandate of the Agriculture 

Department to collect statistics through legislation in 1905 and the appointment of 

Archibald Blue as chief officer of a new Statistics and Census Office. This mandate 

retained the provision of 1879 for collaboration with the provinces in accessing their 

data of vital, agricultural, commercial and criminal statistics (Worton 1998, pp. 39-

40). The new office conducted annual censuses in agricultural related subjects and 

became involved in the International Institute of Agriculture (IIA) - an American 

institute that internationalized trade in food and agricultural products. Later, in 1909, 

Blue served as an advisor of the IIA and became the first Canadian statistician of an 

international organization (ibid, p.41). The 1911 census, however, was the last one 
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under the auspices of the new statistical office, a year before it was transferred to the 

T&C department. Dissatisfaction with the inability of the relatively new office to 

coordinate the statistical work that was done in the provinces was the main concern 

regarding the office’s work. The general opinion among the members of the 1912 

commission was that in spite of the office’s wide mandate, it was left unused. Later, 

when Coats was organizing the new central bureau, in 1917, he was very critical of 

this misuse and argued that in the period between 1905 and 1912 Canadian statistics 

had become even more decentralized due to a deliberate policy of 1905. The office felt 

“no responsibility for statistics in general but to throw back responsibility on the 

departments.” Coats’ complaint was that that government dominion statistics were 

departmentalized rather than centralized.35 

In hindsight, argues Worton, this dissatisfaction was a bit too critical and 

overlooked the contribution of the new office to the general development of statistics 

in Canada. At least two publications support Worton’s argument that the Agriculture 

Department deserved more credit than successors were willing to admit for having 

significantly developed statistics during the 1905-1912 period. While a summary 

submitted to Foster about statistics in the provinces claimed that there were no 

agricultural statistics36, numbers were collected every decennial census and a local 

census in the provinces was taken every year to enumerate various aspects of 

Canadian agriculture. A comprehensive report was found in the commission’s files, 

which reviewed the subject thoroughly and gives a different picture than what the 

                                                 
35 CSA: RG 31, Accession 1989-90/133, box 8, file 834, February 1917. 
36 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 5th 1912. 
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summary portrayed37. The memo claimed that agricultural statistics had been collected 

annually in Ontario since 1882, “…when Dr. Archibald Blue the present Chief of the 

Census and Statistics Bureau, occupied the position of Secretary”. If the last sentence 

only implies a conflict over credit on statistical development, another memo38 

describes the participation of office personnel in the IIA organization and the part Blue 

took in furthering statistical discipline by meeting the international as well as the 

national requirements for necessary data. Moreover, it seems that the memo 

“protected” the agriculture statisticians from criticism on duplication of two particular 

reports by arguing that duplication existed only because of “the recent transference of 

the Census and Statistics Office to the Department of Trade and Commerce” and until 

then both were in the Department of Agriculture39. 

The question is whether the agriculture statisticians were excluded from the 

attempts to establish a new central system of statistics even though they were already 

dealing with federal statistics. It is hard to give a reliable answer to this question: Blue 

died in 1914, four years before the establishment of the central office, and Godfrey, 

from the Statistics and Census Office in the agriculture department, was a member of 

the 1912 commission. Nevertheless, memoranda, reports and articles written at that 

period should be read not only as a justification of statistical centralization. The 

transfer of the office from one department to another gives us a better context to 

understand the claims about lack of trained personnel, professional methods, unified 

                                                 
37 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 27th 1912. 
38 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 28th 1912. 
39 ibid 
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categories and above all, absence of coordination. These were not only claims for 

centralization but also a criticism against the former statistical personnel. The first 

step toward a centralized system was to replace the “old” personnel and organizational 

setting with a new one. This first step was associated with a breakdown of the existing 

statistical services. Moreover, the change was a shift in statistical reasoning - it was a 

shift from seeing agriculture as a domain on which data should be collected in order to 

know the country, to trade and commerce, which is to better the country’s economic 

activity. It is also a shift in the perception of the role of statistics – from reflection to 

constitution.40 

 

Getting Started – Seeking Legitimacy 

In the next part of the chapter I would like to identify the type of Canadian 

Governmentality as regulative. But first, I will show that knowledge of the economy 

had the same importance for Canada in the 20th century that demography had for 

Israel: state building and nation formation. Second, the documents provide evidence 

that the type of centralization of statistics in Canada was based on the existing 

statistical activity. Centralization initially intended to coordinate this activity as a 

“system” and, to some extent, to standardize statistical categories used by different 

Canadian agencies. Thus, the type of Canadian centralization was inherently different 

                                                 
40 Two interesting and long documents review the agriculture department’s statistical activity following 
the mandate it received in 1905. These documents are a reply to the growing criticism levelled at Foster 
and his colleagues.  They are interesting because they demonstrate the beginning of numerical thinking 
about statistics. Foster and colleagues were proud of this aspect and emphasized it throughout the 
document.  (CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 12th 1912; RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 
27th 1912).   
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from the Israeli one. The conflict between the ambition for federalism and the 

regionalist tendency of the provinces shaped, perhaps, the type of centralization as 

regulating rather than constituting the statistical activity. At the same time, in spite of 

the fact that the Canadian centralization was less inclusive than the one achieved in 

Israel, the whole project would strengthen the power of the central elite in Ottawa.  

Evidence of the perceived tension between the provincial and federal levels 

can be seen in Foster’s attempts to incorporate the provinces in the centralization 

project. After a wide inquiry among the federal, provincial and private statistical and 

commercial agencies in Canada, George Foster, the Minister of Trade and Commerce, 

came to the conclusion that Canada was not able to produce reliable reports on its 

trade and commerce and initiated the work of a departmental commission. His concern 

was that there was no comprehensive system for collecting and publishing statistics on 

the production and distribution of Canadian commodities within the country itself, a 

matter that appeared to Foster “…to be essential to the proper appreciation of our own 

resources and the proper direction of our industrial trade development”41. His inquiry 

regarding the shape of the statistical services in Canada was the preparatory work 

towards establishing a statistical commission that would deal with this subject more 

thoroughly and professionally. In his investigation he was seeking information mainly 

in relation to the publication of statistical reports42. His letter was a gentle request, 

promising not to violate the agency’s autonomy. The letter promised that the request 

was  

                                                 
41 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 30th 1912. 
42 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 5th 1912. 
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… not with any idea of interfering with such work 
as your Department is doing… but in order to 
obtain such information as may assist me in 
preparing a statement as to the possible 
arrangement and co-ordination of such of our 
statistical work as might be properly undertaken 
by a general statistical branch.”43.  

 

Although he got positive responses from some private, provincial and federal 

offices, the Primer of the provinces did not reply prior to the commission’s work. 

Foster wrote another letter soliciting information from the provincial governments, 

asking about the various statistical projects pursued by each government, the lines on 

which they were carried out, and whether the work was published. In his letter Foster 

used language that would ensure the reception of his efforts to coordinate the 

statistical work of Canada: “It will be conceded that the efforts of both federal and 

provincial authorities, exerted at their best, is none too great to accomplish what is 

already important and what is yearly becoming essential to the business and producing 

interests of Canada”44. He was not asking to impose his federal authority but to 

promote the efficiency and exactness that can be reached by working together. 

Moreover, Foster created some symmetry between the federal and provincial 

governments by adding: “If you wish it, I should be glad to furnish you with similar 

information as to the statistical work being done by the Dominion Government”45.  

                                                 
43 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, April 24th 1912. 
44 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 22nd 1912. 
45 ibid 
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Generally speaking, Foster’s letter was accepted in a positive way and 

although his interest was narrow – mostly in publications - the answers that the 

minister received were inclusive. Many reports were talking about the necessity to 

have a more coordinated and standardized system of statistical services46. The vast 

majority of the reports argued that the statistical services were incomplete and 

inefficient and dealt with the absence of basic data that was considered to be important 

for the every-day commercial activities. Some pointed out at the lack of uniformity, as 

indicated by the editor of the Canadian Mining Journal, which is a typical example of 

what was received at the minister’s office47: 

The collection of mineral statistics in Canada has 
for long been the source of a great deal of 
dissatisfaction to mining men and investors. As 
between the figures published by the Mines 
Branch, Department of Mines, Ottawa, and the 
Mining Departments of the provinces of Nova 
Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, and British 
Columbia, there has been a constant lack of 
uniformity. …There is no reason why uniformity 
should not obtain. The results as published are 
misleading and confusing. 

 

Most of the provinces that responded reported that there was no ‘real’ statistical work 

in their province. The one exception was Nova Scotia, which seemed to be satisfied 

with the level of its statistical work48. A letter from a statistician at the government of 

Alberta reported that he published a handbook to draw the government’s attention to 

                                                 
46 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 23rd; ibid, May 30th; ibid, April 27th; ibid, April 29th; ibid, 
May 1st; ibid, May 30th; ibid, June 21st.  
47 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 4th 1912. 
48 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 17th 1912. 
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the inadequacy of the local statistical work49. If Alberta’s interest for adequate 

statistical work was represented by a single voice of a statistician with a junior 

position in the library of Alberta, British Colombia expressed a deeper concern about 

the level of the statistical work done in the province because, according to the writer, 

BC was not able to trace its commercial relationship with the east and within itself. 

The Premier of British Columbia, Richard McBride, wrote to the Prime Minister in 

Ottawa about a commission that had dealt with inter-provincial trade and argued that it 

had failed because there was no absolutely official record of commercial activity. The 

lack of records made it impossible to determine either the type or the amount of import 

from east Canada to BC nor the level of economic activity within BC50. A private 

company from Quebec took a similar position by complaining that the official reports 

from Montreal were unreliable. The company’s complaint was that public institutions 

did not cooperate with them and thus “…as merchants we do not know what the inter-

provincial trade is – nor do we know that the local consumption in Montreal is with 

any degree of exactness. In other words, it is all guesswork”51. The province of Prince 

Edward Island reported on a similar condition and added: “I would be very glad 

however to bring to a close such an unsatisfactory condition and would welcome any 

proposition for co-operative work with the Dominion Government”52. 

Except for these two provinces, the letters received from the provinces did not 

represent an official point of view or a concern of the central political elite of the 

                                                 
49 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 7th 1912. 
50 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, February 22nd 1912. 
51  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 23rd 1912. 
52 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 21st 1912. 
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provinces about lack of information or coordination with the federal government. 

Nevertheless, Foster’s office was able to collect information about the provinces’ 

statistical activity after all. A summary of the answers given by the various 

departments shows that the interior office (numbers on immigrants), the office of 

census and statistics, and the labour department all published annual reports on 

statistical activities. Other departments, the more economic ones, did not publish 

statistical reports on a regular basis: customs, railways & canals, inland revenue, 

marine and fisheries and agriculture. According to this summary, “people” got more 

statistical attention than the “economy”.  

Foster’s office did receive one interesting and different letter regarding 

duplication and lack of comparability among data sets.  In May 1912, before the 

commission started to act, Duncan Scott of the Royal Society of Canada wrote a 

memorandum in which he described a resolution passed at the annual meeting of the 

society53. The resolution was a recommendation to use small territorial units in 

statistical representation rather than “… to condense statistics, by substituting larger 

territorial units for the township or parish district formally in use”. The letter urged the 

Dominion Government and the Department of Trade and Commerce to adopt “…the 

smallest territorial unit, so as permit comparisons and the use of inductive method of 

correlation of facts”54. Although statistics were primarily collected for political and 

administrative purposes, maintains the writer, their scientific value is undeniable, and 

therefore they need to deal with facts of the simplest character and to have reference to 

                                                 
53 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 30th 1912. 
54 ibid 
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the smallest territorial unit. The previous governments presented data by districts and 

sub-districts through the census. This structure of the data was based on large 

territorial units that were too diversified and, therefore, comparison and correlation 

could not be made. This was more a ‘scientific’ suggestion and less bureaucratic. 

 

 The Statistical Commission 

On June 1st R. Grigg was appointed chair of the commission. The first meeting 

was held on June 5th 55 and the commission’s discussions lasted for 22 meetings. Prior 

to chairing the commission, Grigg served as the head of the British Commercial 

Intelligence Service in Canada and Newfoundland. He was recruited by Foster to 

overhaul Canada’s Commissioner Trade Service. Other people who participated as 

members of the commission were:  E. H. Godfrey from the Census and Statistics 

Office in the Agriculture Department; W. A. Warne, the Trade and Statistics Branch, 

T&C Department; R.H. Coats, the Department of Labour; John Bristol, the 

Department of Customs; and Adam Shortt from the Civil Service Commission 

(Worton 1998, p. 63). While the commission’s secretary produced detailed minutes of 

the meetings, Grigg, the chair of the commission, wrote reports of his own directly to 

the minister, George Foster. In his reports Grigg outlined his view of the challenges 

and solutions to the organization of statistics. Although Grigg was not, in the end, 

selected to lead the centralization task, his views as chair were part of defining the 

                                                 
55 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 1st 1912. 
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framework through which the commission worked; these views set up the possible 

range of questions, problems and solutions that the commission faced.  

In this section I analyze several primary sources: the minutes of the 

commission, letters sent by Grigg and memoranda that were presented to the 

commission. The thematic development of the discussions is interesting: at first, the 

commission’s members were concerned with creating some kind of statistical 

infrastructure so that coordination could be delivered based on the opinion that 

“…prevails in government circles and elsewhere that statistical service of the various 

departments is inadequate to the present needs of the country”56. But, the 

infrastructure that was discussed was mainly organizational and not, for instance, 

epistemological. Later, the discussions reflected another objective mainly pursued by 

Coats and Bristol - to create a workable statistical object. The commission delved into 

the subject of export-import through which they could have a better sense of the 

difficulties caused by the lack of any common classificatory system. It became clear to 

the commission’s members that if the numerical information produced by 

governmental offices would not ‘speak’ with other numerical information in other 

departments, then it could not be a basis for generalization about the Canadian 

economy. This brought the commission to consider the idea of a “central thinking 

office” more thoroughly. But it also revealed the differences in opinion held by the 

commission’s members toward the role of such a central office. A “standardized 

statistical system” according to the organizational objective was to make the statistical 

                                                 
56  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 30th 1912. 
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departments obliged to coordinate their statistical reports; according to the second 

objective, a workable statistical object meant standardizing classifications and 

establishing a central bureau with power to impose unification on their classifications 

and categories. In this section I will review this element of the commission’s 

discussions. 

 

Establishing Statistical Infrastructure 

The lack of uniformity in statistics published by different departments and the 

absence of adequate classifications in trade and commerce was read by the 

commission as resulting from the dependency that statistical agencies had on different 

sources of information. Coats explained that the Department of Mines in Ottawa, for 

example, was entirely at the mercy of the mining companies for statements regarding 

their products. Or, in the case of railway and steamship companies, the only reliable 

and publishable information that could be procured about distribution of goods was 

from reports published by the Interstate Commerce Commission at Washington. 

Professor Adam Shortt, a member of the Civil Service Commission, advocated talking 

to each department to find out what statistical information was collected, the sources it 

was derived from, and its accuracy. Shortt recommended focusing the inquiry mainly 

on trade statistics and treating general statistics as secondary. 

The main obstacle in establishing an infrastructure, however, was the report on 

inter-provincial trade. Later in their discussions, the commission members realized 
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that the primary place to look for discrepancies in statistical reports and to start 

dealing with this obstacle was the provinces, which used to act independently – 

without any coordination with Ottawa and between themselves, as well as without any 

attention to the ways in which uniformity could be achieved at the outset. The 

commission discussed in detail what would be required to establish statistical 

infrastructure. They examined the preliminary bill used in the import/export 

transactions and the table in which all the details of the transaction were inserted. 

Their objective was to create uniformity in the single document that was the building 

block of the infrastructure, to structure it according to statistical logic and, once it 

would be ready, to use it in such a way that a larger database could be created. 

In order to do so, one of the first necessary steps was to increase the 

commission’s ability to enforce its resolutions, meaning, it recognized the necessity to 

find out what statutory and compulsory power was given by the federal government to 

enable the collection of statistical information, as well as what would be sufficient 

statutory power in order to impose a routine of statistical reports57. The commission 

wanted to inquire further about the existing machinery and authority for procuring 

information from various sources, and to know if the federal government would be 

prepared to support them with the means to pursue this direction. 

Already at the first meeting the commission members came to the conclusion 

that their inquiry might lead to the need for an advisory statistical body that would 

deal with statistics of the governmental departments. Coats mentioned for the first 

                                                 
57 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 5th 1912. 
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time the concept of a “central thinking office”, but without any extensive explanation 

of the idea behind this concept. Germany, Australia and South Africa were mentioned 

as successful examples for establishing a central thinking body. Since, as Shortt 

pointed out, there was a distinction between producing statistics for departmental 

purposes and for general information - the first does not require, in the short run, any 

standardization and cooperation with other statistical units while the latter does - the 

question was whether to completely centralize the statistical work or to pursue a more 

moderated solution. In other words, the options were between terminating all 

statistical units in the governmental departments or leaving them in their places and 

establishing a central unit for cooperation and coordination. We can see that the 

possibility of constituting the statistical system from the foundation, the option of 

‘constitutive power of governmentality’, was considered but was also removed from 

the agenda without further thought. Grigg, who held the more moderate position, 

concluded the first meeting by saying that, 

While by collaboration and conference it may be 
possible to revise the volume of information 
given by particular departments and to check 
overlapping, it is apparently necessary in any 
event that the departments should continue their 
statistical work so far as obtaining the information 
upon which the reports are based, the question of 
duties of a central and supervising Department to 
be the subject of consideration by the 
commission58. 

 

                                                 
58 Ibid 
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The commission decided to organize a conference that would achieve the 

desired standardization by including the participation of representatives of all the 

provinces and, based on the success of the Australian case, also by incorporating them 

in the planning stage of the conference. Thus, the commission thought of inviting 

representatives of each province to participate in the commission meetings and to 

contribute their point of view in relation to standardization. The members were aware 

of the need to treat all the provinces impartially although the perception of the role of 

Ontario compared to the other provinces in organizing the statistical work was primary 

in its importance: “Mr. Godfrey suggested taking Ontario by itself first as being the 

most advanced in this work, but the objection was urged against this that the other 

Provinces might feel that they had been overlooked”59. 

One of Grigg’s first steps as chair of the commission was to build legitimacy 

toward centralizing the statistical work by meeting politicians and key players in 

Canadian politics. In his meetings he consistently raised the themes of cost and 

efficiency and emphasized ‘waste’, which was a direct reference to money and to the 

‘incorrectness’ of the statistical data, which required immediate action. For example, 

right after the second meeting, in which the commission agreed to the need for a 

central office, Grigg met with Sir Whitney George, the Premier of Ontario at the time 

and the head of the Conservative Party, and got his “…sympathy with any scheme to 

obtain fuller and more correct statistics, and to prevent waste by overlapping either at 

                                                 
59 Ibid 
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Ottawa or between the Provinces”60. Another supportive leader of the Conservative 

Party was Mr. D.B. Hanna, who suggested acquiring statistical information on trade 

through the rail company, and promised to guaranty the company’s cooperation as its 

representative. Lastly, he met with members of the Council of the Canadian 

Manufacturers Association, which included representatives of all the provinces. These 

representatives held considerably different opinions relating to the desirability of 

investigating interprovincial trade, but they all agreed with the general dissatisfaction 

of the data published by the Ontario government.  

 

Export-import reports 

One direction of inquiry that Foster pursued prior to the commission’s work 

was to learn about the division of labor among different agencies that had dealt with 

reports of import and export, which seemed to be, according to the archival records, a 

central problem in the unification of statistical data. Foster started this discussion by 

examining the situation in the US. The reference that appears in the archival records is 

a report of “United States Departmental Committee upon Statistical Reorganization, 

dated at Washington, March 2nd, 1908”61. The main concern of this report was the lack 

of central office in the US that would organize the statistical work. The committee’s 

task was to find ways of making it more accurate, avoid duplication, and to save 

                                                 
60 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 5th 1912. 
61 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, March 2nd 1908. 
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expenses in compilation and publication of statistical data62. Six or more different 

American statistical agencies produced statistical data and, therefore, the committee 

saw the need to coordinate between them as a primary need. Here is the committee’s 

explicit recommendation: 

Instead of one strong, full, organized, aggressive 
Bureau, in which are concentrated all the facilities 
of the Department for the promotion of foreign 
trade, there are now two small Bureaus, both 
inadequately equipped and discharging functions 
in many respects similar. Their operations, under 
these conditions, necessarily result in scattered 
effort, in more or less conflicting work, in much 
confusion in the public mind and very often in 
haphazard results. We agree that overwhelming 
argument is in favor of the consolidation 
recommended and that no valid argument can be 
advanced against it63.  

 

 The American committee also discussed the division of labor between 

different commercial public institutions in the US that had dealt with foreign and 

internal commercial affairs and suggested to consolidate all those bureaus under one 

organization with a body of trained technical experts: the Bureau of Manufacture. To 

support the claim the committee stated that the US is “…the only important 

commercial nation which does not maintain either a large Bureau or a complete 

Department to discharge the functions which will fall under this recommendation to 

the consolidated Bureau”64. 

                                                 
62 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, March 2nd 1908. 

63 Ibid. 

64  ibid 
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Following this report and its recommendation, Foster initiated a discussion on 

the Canadian division of labor between the different institutions that were in charge of 

recording internal and foreign commerce, emphasizing the categories and groupings as 

appeared in the publication of each institution. Several memoranda were written about 

Trade and Navigation Report, Trade and Commerce Report, and the Canada Year 

Book65, all concerned about the inability to obtain useful statistical information about 

Canada’s economic activity, especially about trade with other countries: “Could not 

imports at Canadian Ports show as in the United States those coming direct and also 

those through exterior ports without appraisement?”66. 

These memoranda were asking for the best report that would create a general 

statistical view of Canada in order to make comparisons between different years of 

production or between Canada and other countries. When the 1912 Statistical 

commission would meet later, beginning in June 1912, to discuss the reorganization of 

the statistical work, its members devoted several meetings to discussing that subject67. 

The problems of the reports, as indicated by these memoranda, were caused by the 

existence of two separate governmental departments – the Customs Department and 

Trade and Commerce Department. Both had dealt with commercial statistics and, 

hence, each created separate reports on the same phenomenon.  

The Trade and Navigation Report contained information for one year only, 

while the Trade and Commerce Report covered a period of several years. Also, the 

                                                 
65 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, May 22nd 1912; ibid, May 28th 1912; ibid, May 30th 1912 
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grouping for the same imports was different in each report. These differences put 

serious limitations on the ability to use them, yet, from the point of view of achieving 

centralization, the T&C Report was a better tool for international comparisons and, 

therefore, was recommended to be the lead report: 

If a business firm desires to ascertain the Imports 
of cotton goods, metal wares or woolen goods, for 
example, into Canada from the United Kingdom 
or any other country, such information could not 
be obtained from the Customs Trade and 
Navigation Report without hours of labour, 
whereas the same information could be obtained 
from the Trade and Commerce Report in as many 
minutes68. 

    

The same claim was asserted regarding international comparisons – the T&C report 

was found as a better informative tool: “The Customs Trade and Navigation Report 

occupied a very prominent place in the Commercial life of Canada but for the busy 

business man it does not present the Trade of Canada in as concise a form as does the 

Trade and Commerce Report.”69. It was constructed in accordance with other reports 

of other countries, especially the United States and United Kingdom.  

The commission used the analysis prepared by Foster’s staff in order to 

understand the limitations of the customs department’s work. Mr. J.A. Watson, the 

head of statistical staff of the department of customs, appeared on behalf of this 

department and raised several problems in the statistical reports of imports and 

exports. The main problem was that goods that enter the country were credited 
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according to their last stop, mostly in the US, and goods that left the country and went 

to other countries through the US did not credit Canada as the country of origin. This 

created an absurd situation where at times Canada was credited with a smaller share of 

the goods exported through the United States and at other times too large a share. 

What concerned the commission in this situation was that,  

The Canadian exporter has no knowledge as to 
where the goods are intended to be sent and the 
export entry simply credits them as going to the 
United States, whence as a matter of fact they 
may be shipped to any part of the world. They are 
thus credited to the United States in Canadian 
export returns, but in the United States returns 
may appear as intransitu goods from Canada, 
exported to Europe or South America70. 

 

The investigation about customs statistics continued until the third meeting. 

Watson claimed that it would be impossible to obtain detailed information from 

documents accompanying the goods as invoices or bill of entry unless the headings 

under the general classifications were changed for certain articles when there was a 

particular interest in these articles. Yet, he maintained, even this would not really 

solve the problem since it would not be in accordance with more general 

classifications. One of the reasons for this was that the classification of dutiable goods 

are not the same as the classifications of free goods: “Mr. Watson stated that it was 

rather a difficult matter to divide the dutiable imports into the same classes as free 

goods for the reason that it would be hard to define certain manufactured goods as 
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being directly either the product of the mine or the forest”71. Additionally, the lack of 

uniformity between free and dutiable goods, according to Watson, was because the 

grouping of free goods had been decided many years before 1912; in order to avoid 

confusion and to facilitate comparison from year to year, the customs department 

decided to follow the original grouping. 

Coats thought these difficulties were due to the fact that Canada’s statistics 

were not trade statistics but customs statistics. The customs department, explained 

Coats, was created to administer the Customs Act and statistics prepared by that 

Department. The form by which they were obtained was dictated by the classifications 

of the Tariff while the Trade and Commerce Department was creating its own 

grouping according to trade purposes. He pointed out the fact that there was no body 

with power to make suggestions to the customs department as to extended 

classifications, and even if suggestions were made, “there was no one with power to 

see that they were carried out…. In Great Britain one department had control of this 

feature, and in Canada the centralization of this work should be considered”72. 

 

Two possible alternatives 

Already at the beginning of the commission’s work Grigg established his 

opinion regarding the type of centralization that Canada needed. The main obstacle 

that Canadian statistics was facing was that three departments published reports on the 

                                                 
71  Ibid, p. 4 
72 Ibid, p. 3 
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trade of the country, which is a singular case among countries in the west73. The 

United Kingdom and the United States had only one department that was issuing the 

same type of reports. Thus, he suggested:  

It would appear that if the compilation and 
publication of the trade statistics of Canada were 
placed under the control of one department, as in 
other countries, a certain amount of duplication 
could be avoided and the whole trade returns of 
Canada could probably be issued to the public in 
less time that at present74.   

 

Grigg saw the organizational aspect of centralization as the main task and thus 

the main duty of the commission. The re-organization of statistics and gathering of 

trained staff to perform the necessary duties would provide “the thinking department”, 

according to Grigg, that did not deal with the more epistemological questions of 

creating unified databases. Grigg found the Australian experience of organizing a 

central bureau of statistics an important precedent for the Canadian commission. The 

Australian federal authorities, according to another report Grigg wrote to Foster75, 

confronted the same chief obstacles in their endeavor to improve the statistical 

services. These difficulties were anchored in the characteristics of a country with a 

sparse population in an area that is equal to “four-fifths of Europe”; a country that has 

a tendency toward individualism, “accentuated by the independent organization of 

statistical effort in each state;” and, finally, “the supreme difficulty of obtaining 

                                                 
73 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 7th 1912. 
74 ibid 
75 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 13th 1912. 
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uniformity through a central administration, which purposely avoids everything 

capable of being construed as an arbitrary demand”76. The main difficulties were the 

possibility of surveying the country (the size of the country and the density of the 

population would make the statistician’s work more difficult), and the possibility to 

make each Australian state obey a central office when, on the one hand, they act 

independently and, on the other hand, the central administration is not strong enough 

in its ability to impose centralization. The two alternatives that could be accepted 

under those conditions were:  

(1) A complete unification of the statistical 
organizations of Australia by which the central 
Office should control all the operations of the 
local offices by means of a branch office in each 
state, charged with the collection and initial 
summarizing of statistical data under the direction 
of the central office; and (2) preservation of the 
local independence of the state offices, but with 
such cooperation between the Central and State 
Offices as would ensure that the latter should 
furnish data summarized upon a uniform plan and 
according to professional directions issued by the 
Central Office77. 

 

These two options were the key alternatives that the commission was also 

considering. Grigg represented the view that preferred the second option – less 

centralization and more coordination -- while Coats represented the view that 

preferred the first option – a complete centralization. It should be mentioned now, and 

will be discussed in more depth later, that the Israeli statisticians faced these two 

                                                 
76 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 13th 1912. 
77 Ibid 
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alternatives as well but were able to convince the political leaders to choose the option 

of complete centralization. Grigg saw in the Australian experience a precedent for 

what should happen in Canada. And so he wrote to Foster: “You will see that to some 

extent conditions in Australia correspond with those prevailing in Canada.”78.  

 

The Remedy – A central thinking office 

During the meetings, Coats suggested that a central thinking office might 

provide a remedy for the problems raised by the commission, but at the third meeting 

he devoted more time to explaining the principles behind the idea: “A central thinking 

office with power to formulate methods by which trade statistics could better be 

gathered by the Customs machinery, was an essential”79. The examples of how 

Canada was not credited for exporting its goods, as well as the fact that Canada did not 

have records on where within the country these goods were imported, made the 

members in favor of such an idea. Shortt, for instance, suggested that another function 

of a central office would be to follow up cases of goods that were mistakenly recorded 

and to find out “as a matter of trade interest” the reason for altering the destination of a 

shipment80. Unlike in the first meeting, Coats’ idea prevailed in the discussion, 

followed by a decision in favor of such institution, as concluded by Grigg: 

I think we are agreed that there should be a 
central thinking office to give the necessary 
attention to such points as we have brought out 

                                                 
78 Ibid 
79 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 12th 1912, pp. 5-6. 
80 Ibid, p. 7 
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this afternoon. Some of the statistical statements 
that we send out are useless and misleading, and a 
central office should take cognizance of the form 
these statistics should take81. 

 

The development of the idea of “central thinking office” is interesting and 

changed from one meeting to the other. If at the first meeting Coats raised it in 

association with the need to have some coordinating body, at the second meeting its 

functions became more varied – a body with power to formulate statistical methods 

and with knowledge about the form in which statistics should be collected, as well as 

an investigating body to follow up recording mistakes. At the third meeting it was 

discussed as a body with more control and power. But, while Coats thought of a 

central office with authority and autonomy, Grigg insisted on a coordinating office of 

the existing statistical institutions. In addition to his different vision of centralization, 

Coats differed from Grigg in his position that legislation was necessary to impose 

unification of classifications. Grigg did not have in mind, however, an office that 

would centralize the statistical work under one roof: 

I think we have already arrived at the conclusion 
that no one Department can deal with the whole 
of the statistical work. For example, the Customs 
Department must continue to supply the basis 
figure of trade to be compiled by the department 
of Trade and Commerce. It would not be possible, 
except at very great expense, to obtain the 
information in any other way… I take it that a 
recommendation of this commission will be that 
the existing Census and Statistics office shall be 
re-organized, and be entrusted with part of the 

                                                 
81 Ibid, p. 7 
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statistical work now being performed by the 
various Departments and by the Provincial 
Government, the object being to increase 
efficiency, prevent overlapping and decrease 
cost82. 

 

Grigg put emphasis on aspects of public administration – efficiency and cost - 

while Coats seems to be interested in the consolidation of unified statistical objects 

and in overcoming the epistemological consequences of having an uncoordinated 

system of statistical classifications. It was unclear at that stage if Coats was committed 

to statisticians as a professional group with autonomy and separate commitments or 

whether this commitment developed later when he was nominated to lead the 

centralization of the statistical system. Yet the difference between Coats’ position and 

Grigg’s was more than semantic. The two positions that were held in this commission 

represented two different points of view. One, represented by Grigg, acted from the 

point of view of the “bureaucratic state” – increasing efficiency of a coordinated 

system - and the other, represented by Coats, acted from the point of view of the 

statistical object and the statistical discipline, emphasizing standardization of 

measurements, accuracy and epistemology.  

At the forth meeting the commission discussed ways of creating an 

infrastructure of data based on the railways and canals as statistical work reflecting 

inter-provincial trade. But the variations in grouping between the provinces and in 

relation to trade with the US created not only useless figures, but was also practically 

                                                 
82  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 12th 1912, p.4.  
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misleading. To the question of whether the statistical bureau needed to be run by an 

expert statistician or a general officer, Coats argued that expert knowledge of the 

whole field of statistics was an essential qualification. He put his weight on 

classification and, based on the labor market, Coats asserted that the census did not 

provide more than general classification of the specific classes of workers at different 

rates of wages. Moreover, added other member of the commission, in order to 

determine the value of goods, it would be necessary to have knowledge of their class 

since the usual practice was to give only the weight and rate. Therefore, maintained 

Coats, the value of a central office was even more significant.  

But while the commission was in favor of fundamental changes in order to 

establish an infrastructure, some doubts were raised as to the possibility of achieving 

these changes. Although Coats’ view seemed to be persuasive, Mr. Warne wrote a 

separate memo to Grigg in which he contradicted Coats’ positions one by one83. 

Warne also took pains to explain why the idea of standardizing commercial statistics 

with other countries was impossible to achieve: “From observation I am satisfied that 

it is an impossible task to attempt to harmonize the trade of different countries84.” 

Shortt, who supported Coats’ ideas, strengthened Coats by concluding the fourth 

meeting while diminishing these doubts. He said that he took hope and 

…Encouragement from the fact that other 
proposals, regards 25 years ago as impossible, 
had been worked out satisfactorily. The duty of 
the commission was to go ahead until barriers 
were reached, so that in stating certain 

                                                 
83  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 12th 1912. 
84  Ibid 
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information could not be obtained, reasons for the 
fact could be presented85. 

 

Configuring the infrastructure 

At its fifth meeting, the commission devoted a comprehensive discussion on 

bureaucratic forms through which statistical information about trade activity could be 

received. Mr. Bristol, from the department of Customs, played the dominant role in 

this meeting as the one who introduced the subject and the obstacles to achieving 

standardization. The main issue that the commissioners talked about was how to 

bridge the diverse bureaucratic forms that carried the pre-statistical data:  

The bills of lading of railways and steamship 
companies in Canada may be made the basis of 
statistics of the trade between the Provinces. It 
would mean one extra copy of each bill of lading 
for goods received at any railway station or 
docked for shipment from one point to another in 
Canada. These copies of bills of lading could be 
forwarded daily or weekly from each station or 
dock direct to a statistical department at Ottawa. 

  

After discussing the importance of the individual bill in creating a national database on 

Canada’s trade, Mr. Bristol mentioned that the current form was insufficient for 

having complete data and therefore, he suggested: “If another column could be added 

to the bill, of lading for statement of value of the goods, the information required for 

statistical purposes would be fairly complete.” The fifth meeting is interesting since it 

shows how the infrastructure for centralization started in Canada with the individual 

                                                 
85 85  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, 4th meeting, 1912  p. 8. 
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bureaucratic form, with a column to carry the data that would be transformed 

eventually to a statistical number. The local form was the building block on which 

centralization was built. The attempt of the commission was, in addition to designing 

the table to which the datum would be inserted, to make different bureaucratic forms, 

which related to trade and commercial activities, commensurate in a way that 

categories and classifications of different forms would ‘speak about’ the same 

phenomenon. 

Bristol thought that the difficulties of enforcing such commensuration on 

different forms could be solved relatively easy and said: “I think it is only a question 

as to whether the desirability of such statistics outweighs the question of costs or not”. 

Grigg, on the other hand, expressed his doubts concerning the possibility of making 

the provincial statistics part of one system. Furthermore, he was in favor of treating 

each province as a different country: 

With us the question of interprovincial trade 
appears to be one, not so much of possibility, as 
of expense. It is perfectly obvious that if we were 
to recommend the treatment of the various 
Provinces as separate countries, it would be quite 
possible to obtain all the information we desire. 
But the question then arises whether or not the 
cost would be excessive. Possibility is, therefore, 
not the feature that demands consideration – it is 
cost. 

 

While Bristol represented the same position as Coats, meaning, the position of the 

professional statistician who was interested in making statistical data more coherent, 
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Grigg put himself in the position of the civil servant who was protecting the public’s 

money. Interestingly, Grigg’s claim was not toward expanding the control of the 

“state”, if such an entity existed in those days, but rather toward the public order; not 

on the ability to statistically know Canada’s economic activity, but to administratively 

coordinate the different reports on this activity.  

The objection to Coats’ assertion to examine the meaning of centralization in a 

more substantive manner – categories and classifications came from the more 

professional side – was from statisticians of the railways and canals department. Right 

after the fifth meeting, Grigg received a long and detailed memo from the Department 

of Railways and Canals. Payne J.L. from the Office of Comptroller of Statistics, 

Dominion Government, wrote this letter, which was based on several letters received 

at the writer’s office and written by people of the same department86. It dealt directly 

with the apparent impracticality of creating a common and workable statistical system 

of classifications87. The memo opened with the direct question: “Can Railway 

Statistics be made to show the volume of freight exchanged annually among the 

Provinces?” and the writer answers: “My answer was, and still is, that while it would 

not be impossible, it would be both difficult and expensive to the railways88.” The 

reasons why it would be difficult to give information about inter-provincial exchanges 

were varied: because the department was exceedingly busy; or because there were 

thousands of items to record and tabulate in order to collect the required data; or 

                                                 
86  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June18th 1912; ibid, June 19th; ibid, June 20th1912        
87  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 18th 1912. 
88  CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 18th 1912. 
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because the department would not do the work without a special order from the 

Railways Commission, the only authority that could impose such a demand upon both 

shippers and the railways89.  

Above all, the writer, who represented the department of Railways and Canals, 

articulated an interesting position regarding the need to collect commercial data 

specifically about Canada, and as distinguished from the US or UK. Payne was 

arguing in this letter that the department’s reports were a “perfect statistical scheme”, 

a result of years of professional work by the best accountants. Moreover, the statistical 

information that was compiled annually from those reports was accurate and 

comprehensive and enabled the comparison to be made between one year and another. 

Their system of classifications needed no adjustment and, therefore, any change that 

was suggested by Coats was rejected: “The three bound schedules, with the 

classifications relating to them, are said by experts to be the finest examples of high 

class accounting methods to be found anywhere”90. But, if I read correctly between the 

lines of the text, Payne not only protected the high quality of the department’s work, 

he also expressed no interest in producing separate data about Canada. At the heart of 

the department’s work was the professional cooperation with the US and the American 

Interstate Commerce Commission, and not necessarily with a dominion bureau of 

statistics. This strengthens the argument presented at the beginning of the chapter 

about the tension between regionalism and federalism that was reinforced by 

commercial north-south connections with American states. 

                                                 
89  Ibid  
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Discussion 

The 1912 commission was the beginning of a shift from the will to know the 

state of agriculture to the will to improve Canada’s economy. The difference between 

Canada and Israel in the early stage of economic statistics is the difference between 

the two directions that statistics took in its historical development- -while political 

arithmetic was an approach that was about counting what exists as an indication of the 

strength of the state, the English development of statistics was more civilian – 

development of local associations and societies and not through a central office. While 

in Israel state institutions, even prior to 1948, were the ones that produced statistics, in 

Canada it was more local. The production of agricultural statistics until 1912, as 

reported by the agriculture department91, is an evidence of the extent of how Canadian 

statistics was local. This was also Coats’ complaint about Blue’s office.  

The story being told in this chapter provides insight into why Canada might 

have pursued a centralized statistics.  The problem, for the statisticians, is that the 

numbers generated in the normal course of recording trade and collecting tariffs do not 

seem to record anything meaningful. They also have a particular problem with 

transshipments expressing things that pass through the US on their way someplace 

else.  Canadian statisticians had a professional project focusing on the economy as part 

of the ‘national policy’, as was claimed after Confederation. The chapter aims to 

emphasize this point of closing the boundaries of Canada’s economic activity and 

then, as one unit, as a “state” to interact with other countries. Eventually, Coats won 

                                                 
91 CSA: RG 31, vol. 1419, A-70, part 1, June 27th 1912. 
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because he offered not only order and efficiency, but also to create a coherent 

statistical object that would enable a comparison with other countries and would put 

Canada on the international economic map.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CONSTITUTING THE ECONOMY 

 

Introduction 

The empirical chapters of the dissertation deal with the theoretical argument 

that statistical and demographic practices have constructed various social institutions 

as: citizenship; racial discourse and ethnic relationships; national identity; the 

centralized and rational state; and the “economy”. This chapter deals with the 

constitution of the Israeli economy during the beginning of 1950s. In 1953, the Israeli 

government had started a process of changing its economic measurements system until 

eventually it adopted the UN system of National Income Accounts (NIA). While the 

old system of economic measurements described local economy in simple categories 

and measurement units (i.e., simple counting of the agricultural productivity); the new 

system had a very abstract format of categories and measurements. The old system 

was based on the assumption that politics was an essential part of the economy, while 

the social and political context of the new system was concealed. This shift is 

interesting since it happened few years after the establishment of the Israeli state. It 

shaped national economic practices and public discourse. One could argue that the 

change was due to pressures that the American government put on the Israeli 

government, during the 1950’s, the first decade of the state, when the latter was 

seeking financial support. The American government guaranteed its financial support
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only if the Israeli government would internationalize its economy, making it open to 

monitoring by other states.  In this view, the change to the UN accounting system can 

be explained by the dependency of a peripheral state on the resources of a core state.  

However, external coerciveness cannot solely explain the success of a 

standardization project. National Income Accounts measurements were being adopted 

in many countries at the same period as in Israel, thus making the American system of 

measurements the universal standard for measuring a state’s productivity. Assuming 

that practices of national statistics are always tied to local state institutions, I suggest 

that the explanation for this phenomenon should also consider local institutions and 

professional and political groups that enabled its spread. Israel, though a small 

country, was large enough to have its own domestic reasons to move toward a more 

standardized economic system. This involved a rejection of the statistical 

measurements that were used in the pre-state period. My case shows that a coalition 

between specific local experts, statisticians, attempting to establish a scientific 

monopoly, and specific political actors, especially from the Prime Minister office, 

seeking legitimacy, were strong factors in the acceptance of American economic 

system. Three factors helped establish the necessary infrastructure for establishing the 

‘Israeli Economy’: Professional conflict between statisticians and economists over the 

authority to produce national economic statistics; general processes of establishing the 

new state administration, which was involved with creating boundaries between 

politicians and technocrats; international and global pressures for standardization. All 

three shaped Israel’s National Accounts and established new regime of calculability.   
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I start the chapter by introducing the connection between institutional environments of 

economic knowledge production and the constitution of the “economy” and a review 

on the development of national income accounts. Then, I describe the transition of the 

Israeli society from a voluntary community (Yishuv) to a state, a transition that is 

characterized by discontinuity that was performed in many areas related to the 

establishment of the new bureaucracy. Yet despite the new establishment, economic 

statistics kept its form as it was in the Yishuv period until 1953 when changes in the 

official annual reports of the Israeli economy were made. In this chapter, I show that 

the delay in the development of economic statistics was part of the local economists’ 

exclusion. In the second part of the chapter I analyze the statistical measurements of 

national income as part of the general political environment of the country in those 

days, and contextualize the change in the economic measurements of 1953 and later, 

in 1955, as part of statisticians to universalize statistics and constitute the Israel 

economy on a different statistical representation.  

 Fouracade-Gourinchas (2001) relates institutional arrangements as one of the 

major factors that drive economic knowledge production. Although her focus is on 

economic ideas, rather than practices, that are inevitably driven by “…broader, 

nationally constituted, cultural frameworks embodied in specific institutions of 

knowledge production” (ibid), her comparative study of four countries emphasizes the 

local dynamic of each country in producing claims about economic knowledge. She 

identifies in each country different institutional environments provided “different 

sources of authority on which to base jurisdictional claims, giving each national field a 
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distinctive ‘identity’” (ibid). While economics and economists in the US and Britain 

were developed in relation to the civil society, in both European countries, “…the state 

not only provided the institutional framework within which economics was to develop 

later – and in doing so it constrained the range of intellectual forms that were to 

emerge – but it also consciously manipulated economic appointments for political 

reasons.” Revealing these specific institutional environments in Israel would tell us a 

story about the process of constituting the Israeli economy through a shift from 

political economy to a calculability regime. Fouracade-Gourinchas emphasizes the 

political and institutional contexts of the emergence of knowledge. Yet, she accepts 

the “economy” and the “state” as given and unchallenged, while Mitchell, in his book 

Rule of Experts – Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (2002) attempts to show how 

“the economy”, a new idea that came into being toward the end of 1930s, was made in 

the twentieth century; the economy was “…an artifact and, like all things artifactual, 

was made out of processes that were as much ‘material’ as they were ‘cultural’, and 

that were as ‘real’ as they were ‘abstract’” (ibid, p. 82). He also does not accept the 

state as an existing and solid entity but as being co-produced by practices that were 

involved in making the economy.  

 I am using Fouracade-Gourinchas and Mitchell in this chapter in order to be able 

to talk about the political context, in which groups of politicians and professionals 

were involved, as well as about the statistical representations of “the economy”. By 

examining the period prior to the constitution of the economy we could get a better 

sense of what its materialization involved (ibid, p. 83). Mitchell’s argument, however, 
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can be applied to the Israeli case only partially. As the chapter will show, a discourse 

on “the economy” already existed in the period prior to the establishment of the state. 

But, that discourse was more of a political economy one rather than abstract 

calculation of exchanges of goods. The objects of that discourse were more about 

agrarian property and production, which characterizes the nineteenth century Anglo-

Scottish and French traditions (p. 85).  

 

National income accounts 

Becoming universalized and a common categorizing form for countries to 

describe their economic activity, has made the system of national accounts an 

interesting study object. The success of this standardization project raises the question 

why this particular measurement, rather than other possibilities, was globalized so 

extensively, a question, which requires a study of the institutions that participated in 

disseminating this particular economic measurement. The neo-institutional approach 

relates to phenomena in which organizations become similar to each other, while 

treating states a particular type of organization that works within institutional 

environment. The neo-institutional perspective offers us conceptual tools to explore 

issues that are at the core of this paper (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and 

Powell 1991). For example, some scholars argue that the creation of a world culture 

polity is done partially by the flow of knowledge (Boli and Thomas 1997; Boli 1987; 

Meyer 1987). Moreover, DiMaggio and Powell’s concept of coercive isomorphism 

(1983) explains how different organizations become similar to each other by 
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complying requirements posed by the state regulations, or, in this case, by 

international organizations. Coercive isomorphism can happen where there is 

inequality and dependency in resources between organizations or states (Babb 1998). 

International organizations, such as the UN, constitute the modern nation-state by 

determining standards and guidelines for progress and development through statistical 

measurements (McNeely 1995). This process is not examined as beneficial to the state 

but as a prescriptive force, a regime: Statistics of national accounts, argues McNeely, 

“…are themselves normative prescriptions for state structure and practice…[they] 

represent regimes, bound in discursive practice and disciplinary ‘ordering techniques’ 

for observing, documenting, classifying, comparing, and assessing development and 

progress” (p. 74); they are based on images of “…what state should know (and, as 

presented, what state ‘need’ to know) in the area of national account” (p. 79). 

The modern period of national income is related to the post First World War 

period, beginning in 191992. In 1939, for the first time, the League of Nations 

published estimates of national accounts of 26 countries. It was also the first time that 

the problem of international comparability was raised. During the 1930’s several 

American economists such as Simon Kuznets, who will be one of the American 

consultants in the reconstruction of the Israeli economy, took part in the conceptual 

development of national income accounts. In fact, the first estimates were conducted 

by British statisticians – Richard Stone and James Meade. Based on Keynes’ 

                                                 
92 More specifically, the number of countries that estimated national income increased from 13 in 1919 
to 33 in 1939. After the Second World War the estimates for national income spread rapidly - the 
number of countries with national income estimates increased dramatically from 39 in 1945 to 93 in 
1955, and by 1969 the total number exceeded 139 (Kendrick 1970).  
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macroeconomics theory, Stone and Meade completed estimates of national income 

and expenditure and published it in the U.S. in 1941. What was new in this estimate 

was the formulation of governmental expenditure within the framework of national 

expenditure and income. Inspired by this work, the National Income Division of the 

U.S. Department of Commerce began working on gross national product estimates 

based on a double entry structure, and published it in 1942. In 1944 representatives of 

Canada, U.S. and Britain met to discuss concepts and modes of representation so that 

international comparability would not be a problem, while helping their own 

governments to deal with this young field.  Stone’s publication in 1947 Measurement 

of National-Income and the Construction of Social Account laid the groundwork for 

an international comparison between different accounting systems (Kendrick 1970)93.   

 Several studies argue that, prior to these institutional factors, the particular 

paradigm of the national income account, which is based on Keynes’ 

macroeconomics theory, was a significant factor in the spread of the national 

accounts measurement as a universal form of knowledge (Morgan 2003). More 

particularly, Keynes’ theory, which was developed after the global crisis of the 

1930s, put a new emphasis on the centralized regulation of economic equilibrium 

between supply and demand, goods and services (Desrosieres 2003). This was 

                                                 
93 Cumin (2001) points out that Richard Stone contributed to the development of the new concept of 
national account, in collaboration with Meade, by developing a new dimension, which was based on 
integration and consistency (p. 217). Stone’s contribution to the homogeneity and consistency among 
countries was also indebted to the structure of the new concept. It was based on four forms of economic 
activity – production, consumption, accumulation, and “the rest of the world” divided into all the 
incoming and outgoing forms of basic economic activity. By doing so, “…Stone suggested a wider 
conceptual basic that provided a greater uniformity of contents in the estimates for different countries” 
(p. 220).  
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formulated in practice as well as in theory through national accounting tables based 

on statistics. The ability to describe the market as a whole and to measure its flows 

enhanced an analysis of economic behavior that was applied to the whole population 

rather than to units of single households. It used wide surveys rather than small and 

local ones. At the same time, during the 1940’s the U.S government demanded 

national figures and so, new measurements such as, rate of unemployment, price 

index, budget gap, federal debt and national income emerged (Desrosieres 1992). 

Keynes’s theory also gave room to young economists to formulate old problems in 

new terms and to gain positions in the academic field and to become technocrats of 

the state in managing economies (Hall 1989, p. 9). Moreover, the new paradigm – 

statistical economics - enabled an emphasis on the national aspect of economic 

behavior and maybe served nationalist projects better (Desrosieres 1992). 

 As this review indicates, the spread of national income account was very 

quick, and effective. It standardized economies all over the world. The question is 

how. What where the conditions that facilitated the international spread of this 

system? One location to look for the answer is the institutions that participate in 

spreading this system of measures such as The League of Nations (the United Nations 

later on), the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund, all of which were 

significant players in this process (Morgan 2003, pp 301-302). Through its 

dominance in these international agencies and through its own Foreign Aid Program, 

the U.S. was able to export beliefs in the virtue of free competition, along with a set 
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of tools for designing, and planning economic policy. Morgan (2003) argues in this 

respect that:  

The economies of the ‘free world’ seemed to require an 
arsenal of economic tools of intervention to make sure 
that it worked ‘properly’…they also exported these ideas 
directly, by training other nationals and by specifying in 
their operational and technical manuals how to elevate 
policy regimes, design programs, and asses project 
proposals (Morgan 2003, p. 302-3).  

 

As part of the UN’s organization, a department of national income was set up, 

providing technical assistance for the development of national account systems to 

countries that were members of the organization. The organization made extensive 

use of this system when dealing with the reports of constituent countries on their 

economic developments. Since the Second World War, the US operated training 

programs for statisticians and economists from different countries for advancing this 

system as a common practice. The European organization (OEEC) promoted this 

standardized system as well, by requiring countries to submit their national income 

and product estimates according to this system. Led by Richard Stone’s formulation, 

both organizations held similar systems (Kendrick 1970). Consequently, the 

American education in economics became highly preferred and was perceived as the 

new role model of understanding and mainly, constructing economies. Students from 

all over the world were sent by their governments to American graduate schools as 

part of fostering new local leadership (Morgan 2003). 
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From voluntarism to statism – continuity versus discontinuity 

From the end of the nineteenth century up to 1948 the Jewish population 

increased gradually due to migration from Europe. This period of the pre-state Jewish 

society in Palestine was called the Yishuv
94. The major political, economic and social 

institutions of the Yishuv, established at the time, continued to provide institutional 

infrastructure to the new state and were dominant many years later. The Labor 

Settlement Movement (LSM) was the dominant political organization before 1948 (as 

well as afterwards); it had its labor union, the Histadrut, which also represented the 

pre-1948 alternative to state institutions, dealing mainly with welfare aspects, such as 

labor, health and education. In addition to these two political organizations, The 

Jewish Agency – with a structure that represented a pre-state government - was a 

parallel organization that took care of the Jewish affairs in the Yishuv and in the 

international arena, and in which people from LSM were massively represented. The 

British Mandate was another important institution that played a significant role in the 

formation of the state. These Jewish institutions operated during the regime of the 

British Mandate, and when its role ended in 1948, Ben Gurion - the chair of the 

Jewish Agency and the unchallenged political leader of the LSM - became the first 

Prime Minister of the new state. Prior to assuming this position, he was Chairman of 

the Jewish Agency and the unchallenged political leader of the LSM.95   

  This period was conceived by sociologists and historians such as Shapiro 

                                                 
94 The Yishuv was the name given to the settlement that was created by Eastern European Jewish 
immigrants between the end of the 19th century and 1948. 
95 Histadrut Haovdim Haivriyim Be’eretz-Yisrael. Hama’ania Hamerkazit: Tots’ot Mifkad Ha’ovdim 
[Labor Census Results] (Jerusalem, 1923) [Hebrew]. 
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(1977) and Horowitz and Lissak (1977) as a formative period that shaped the political, 

economic and social structure of the Israeli society after the establishment of the state. 

The transition, however, from a society organized on voluntary institutions to a state 

with formal bureaucracy was a significant turning point in the history of the Israeli 

society (Kimmerling 1992; 1993): while the Yishuv was composed mostly of Eastern 

European Jews, and was relatively homogenous, the new society became very 

heterogeneous and included, in addition to the Yishuv population, also Palestinians, 

ultra-orthodox Jews and Mizrakhim — the classification for Jewish immigrants from 

Muslim countries (Shapiro 1977, 134-44). 

 A review of the political demography of Israel/Palestine supports 

Kimmerling’s position96: In 1898 500,000 Palestinians and 24,000 Jews populated 

Palestine and through the Turk regime and the British Mandate, Jewish population 

increased gradually until in 1947 there were some 650,000 Jews and between 

600,000 to 750,000 Palestinians in Palestine. This composition had dramatically 

changed when sovereignty was proclaimed in 1948. Between the years 1949 and 

1951 mass immigration of Jews was brought to the new Israeli state – 687,000 

immigrated in these two years. Half of the new comers were European Jews, mostly 

refugees of the Second World War, and the other were Jews from Muslim countries. 

Both demographic groups were actively recruited in order “to deepen the nation’s 

military manpower reservoir, to preempt the vulnerable empty places in the land, to 

garrison the new agricultural colonies, and to create the modernized economy that 

                                                 
96 The review on the political demography of Palestine/Israel is taken from Shalev (1992, pp. 339-341). 
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was indispensable for achieving a Western standard of living” (Shalev 1992, pp. 339-

340).  

 While mass Jewish immigration was perceived as necessary for creating “a 

modernized economy and a Western standard of living”, it also meant that in the 

transition to a sovereign state the pre-state institutions that were dominant at the 

Yishuv period became secondary to the governmental institutions and to the public 

service. The new administration was an opportunity for people in the Jewish 

institutions to claim for taking part in it. This demand was presented mostly by 

people within the LMS party arguing for their right to be integrated into the new state 

administration. This controversy was represented by different positions. Ben-Gurion 

and the people he nominated to serve as the “situation committee” to deal with the 

establishment of the new administration took a dominant role in this controversy. The 

“situation committee” was in favor of disconnecting between the political 

commitment to the party and the task of occupying the new administration thus, 

looking for “professional” workers in the Mandate offices. Another dominant 

position was held by leaders from the pre-state institutions who claimed for priority 

in the new administration based on their loyalty to the Zionist project and their 

experience in serving Jews. This position has also a direct criticism of Ben Gurion’s 

tendency to be struck by the brightness of professional and academic credentials, as 

identified with some of the Mandate workers, and thus, to ignore their disloyalty and 

immorality (Leibler 1998).  
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On the backdrop of the pre-existing political configuration, and the demands 

of Zionist workers to get stake at the new administration, Ben-Gurion marked 

institutional discontinuity from the pre-state period by endorsing a new ideology 

emphasizing the difference between leading a political party and leading a state. It 

was a progressive ideology, named Mamlachtiyut, kingdomship in its literal meaning, 

which was manifested as aimed to serve all the state’s citizens while rejecting 

partisan demands by politicians to get stakes in the new governmental bureaucracy 

(Medding 1990, pp. 134-135; Yanay 1987). This policy served Ben Gurion well 

because he was seeking legitimacy as the leader of the whole nation and not only of 

the dominant political party; he strove to establish the new governmental bureaucracy 

based on “universal” values rather than on partisan interests (Medding 1990, p. 173).  

Though some scholars analyze this ideology as an instrument in the hands of 

Ben-Gurion to promote his own party (Goldberg 1975, p. 72, 114; Yatziv 1979, pp. 

140-147, Arian 1978, p. 42; Horovitz & Lisak 1990, p. 60), or to gain legitimacy for 

his party (Peled 1992; Kimmerling 1993; Levi 1996, pp. 210-211) others argue (Bar-

Zohar 1980, pp. 801, 812-813; Ben-Eliezer 1995, pp. 280-282) that Ben-Gurion 

didn’t strive to politicize the state apparatus but to prevent people within his own 

party from taking over positions in the new apparatus and to reduce their power 

inside LSM (Ben-Eliezer 1995, p. 242). The general tendency to disassociate the 

political structure of the new bureaucracy from the political domination prior to the 

state, as had happened in the statistical, military and legal systems, is related to Ben-

Gurion’s progressive ideology. The preference was to base many of the governmental 
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offices on the structure of the Mandate offices rather than on the Jewish agency 

departments (Reuveni 1993).  

 It seems that this discontinuity was important in the field of statistics. The 

association of statistics with political goals was in contradiction with the universalistic 

ambition of Ben-Gurion for Mamlachtiyut, and as the following review will show, it 

was completely recruited toward political goals of achieving sovereignty and political 

dominancy: The statistical activities performed by the Zionists organizations during 

the period of the Yishuv were fragmented into units that served Jewish political 

organizations. Providing evidence for the economic, cultural and numerical superiority 

of the Jews over Palestinians was the main goal of those statistical units. Statistics 

functioned as a political instrument and therefore, its legitimacy was based on its 

ability to achieve political goals. The debate about the relative numerical portion of 

each national group — Palestinians and Jews — reflected, and was part of, the 

political struggle over Palestine.  

 The first context of the statistical activity was a controversy over the number of 

Jewish immigrants. The British Mandate had to be able to scrutinize population 

movements; they also put special effort into developing statistics for determining the 

economic capacity of the country (Reuveni 1993, pp 205-6). England, which had made 

a significant contribution to the development of statistics, especially in its colonies 

(Hacking 1990, pp. 1116-17), conducted two censuses in 1922 and 1931. While the 

first was part of the routine of the British institutions to better facilitate their 

governance, the second census was conducted after 1929 riots and was carried out in 
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order to determine the exact ethnic composition of the country and the size of the two 

national groups97 (Eliav 1976, p. 48; Dotan 1981, p. 99). The second context of 

statistical activity involved Zionist organizations, which used surveys of different 

kinds to estimate the number of their members. For example, Histadrut counted 

workers in order to define the working classes, as well as to regulate the flow of 

workers from city to city (David De-Vris 1992); Histadrut also reported strikes in 

detail as a means of indicating its power over employers and to increase its political 

power and involvement in the Jewish community in Palestine. The third context for 

using statistics was “Jewish demography” — the enumeration of Jews in Palestine and 

all over the world. This was a discipline in itself, and was even an autonomous 

academic unit at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. The pursuit of Jewish 

demography was perceived as crucial to the existence of the Jewish “nation,” as well 

as to Zionist goals; hence, its practices were also part of the processes of nation 

building. Pre-state demography, then, had a major political significance in determining 

the boundaries of the Jewish population by conducting constant counting of all Jews in 

the Yishuv, and especially those in the geographical periphery of Palestine.98 The 

importance of this activity was not only political-instrumental, but was also symbolic. 

Numbers were used to introduce the size of the nation to the western world as a 

justification for the establishment of a national home (Ben-Gurion 1969, p. 57). The 

number of the Jewish population was also a moral indication of the strength of the 

                                                 
97 The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics has a similar controversy with the state of Israel over the 
estimation of the Palestinian population. The Palestinian Bureau argues that the number of Palestinian 
residents is larger than the official Israeli estimation. The Bureau’s first publication was to give its own 
estimation of the population (Zureik 2001). 
98 ISA: RG 41/107/18 January 1948. 
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“nation”99. These contexts of the statistical and demographic uses were associated 

overtly with national and political goals; thus, statistics was not an autonomous 

scientific discipline, but had a justification as a tool for national, political, and 

organizational domination.  

This might explain why the leading personnel of the Central Bureau of 

Statistics (CBS) were neither from the Jewish Agency, nor from Ben-Gurion’s party 

or LSM. In spite of the intensive statistical activity of Jewish institutions prior to 

1948, the one who was chosen to establish the central bureau of statistics and to be its 

main scientist and manager, was Professor Roberto Bachi, the Mandate statistician, 

an expert in Jewish demography. The second main scientist of CBS  –Dr. Pinchas 

Hamburger – worked at the British office as well. Moreover, central statisticians from 

the Yishuv period became less dominant and were hardly integrated in CBS's different 

departments. The structure of the statistical services was significantly changed as 

well -- from a fragmented system, with almost any coordination among the different 

units of statistics in the Jewish and British institutions, to a centralized system with a 

central office under the auspices of the Prime Minister's Office.  

 Discontinuity was also performed at the representation level and changes were 

made in the form of statistical tables in most areas. Yet, the measurement of national 

income was an exception-- the statistical form of economic measurements founded by 

the Jewish Agency did not change in the transition to the state. In fact, economic 

                                                 
99 In the introduction to the census, for example, which was conducted in 1918 by the Zionist 

Federation, the editors were almost apologetic for the Jewish minority in Palestine: “thousands of Jews 
migrated to other countries; suffered from illness and died of hunger; hence, these numbers are only an 
expression of a remnant of refugees.” (Zionist Federation, 1918).  
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tables were not prepared at all in the first two years, due to the significant 

demographic changes that were a result of the national struggle (Patinkin 1965) -- the 

“Arab’s abandonment” of their own villages during the Independence War, together 

with the mass new immigration of Jews from Islamic countries. The significant 

change, however, had happened in 1953 as tables were transformed into a more 

abstract format with a different level of economic analysis.  

 This raises the question of what was unique in the domain of economic 

statistics that its activity was postponed. This issue is even more problematic if one 

bears in mind that, in spite of the organizational discontinuity and the changes in the 

population of the Israeli society, the structure and content of the economic statistics 

in the first few years were similar to those published by the Jewish agency, before the 

constitution of CBS. This inconsistency between the conceptual, organizational and 

personnel aspects of statistical practices, in the transition from the Yishuv to the state, 

and the specific economic domain that maintained its former form, make this subject 

an interesting object of study.  

 The official annual reports of statistics indicate that a significant change started 

in 1953. Until then, the Israeli economy had been conceptualized in terms of local 

categories and divisions. In 1953 it changed to an economy that was standardized and 

constructed according to American concepts and standards. This change was 

expressed in the statistical reports in different ways: number of tables, number of 

categories and the amount of their proliferation. A more thorough examination would 
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reveal changes of each table’s content, title, names of the categories, and each table’s 

basic divisions.  

 

Political economy – Measuring a separatist society 

 The idea of “the economy” argues Mitchell, refers to “a self-contained 

structure or mechanism whose internal parts are imagined to move in a dynamic and 

regular interaction, separate from the irregular interaction of the mechanism as a 

whole with what could now be called its exterior” (2002, p. 82). By exterior Mitchell 

means the spheres of politics and the state, law, culture, science and technology. The 

separation between “the economy” as hermetic field and the other spheres of public 

life is the center of his argument in relation to the creation of this new idea, while until 

that time “political economy” included these spheres.  In this part of the chapter I will 

analyze the statistical categories used to describe the economy prior to 1948 which did 

not separate between the “political” and the “economy”; the political was overtly 

embedded within the representation of the economy. In fact, it was less a 

representation of “the economy’ as hermetic entity and more a representation of the 

different groups of the community.  

 The way national income was measured before and during the first three years 

of the state was similar to the Yishuv period. The tables introduced several divisions: 

1. Agricultural branch (e.g., production of fruits, vegetables, eggs, milk and fish); 2. 

Production and marketing; 3. Forms of settlements; 4. Hebrew and Arabic economy. 
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Data were presented in raw numbers, for example number of eggs, kilogram of fruits 

and milk, and its value was described in the local money, the Israeli Pound. In 1951 

the term “Hebrew economy” was changed to “Jewish economy” but the segregation 

between the two economies did not disappear; “Arab Economy” was simply 

substituted by “Other Economy”. In 1953 new terms emerged – “National Economy” 

and  “National Income” - and the number of tables increased significantly compared 

to the previous years; the structure of these tables was more abstract and based on the 

concept of input and output tables. In the introduction to the chapter on national 

income, a comment explained that in 1952 the preparation of the employment 

measures in industry, which were founded in 1932, was stopped and new types of 

measures were prepared. Nevertheless, the classifications that distinct between 

production of each national group or between types of settlements remained similar 

to those in previous years; the split between “Arab” or “other” economy and 

“Hebrew” or “Jewish” economy was left unchanged. Also, data were still presented 

in their raw form (CBS 1949/50; ibid 1950/51; ibid 1951/2).  

These distinctions reveal the basic divisions of Israeli society and the political 

context of measuring the new economy. While the first two divisions – between 

agriculture branches and between production and marketing - can be understood as 

internal to economics, the division between the two nations is based on a particular 

separatist structure of the Israeli society and especially based on its basic ideology. 

Separatism in general was identified as a mechanism of political as well as material 

control (see Lustick 1985; Zureik 1979; Eyal 1993). The dichotomy between “Arabs” 
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and Jews was not the only one based on a Zionist ideology. In addition to proving to 

the international institutions a report on Israel’s general economic capacity to absorb 

more immigrants, measuring national income also revealed the magnitude of 

productivity of each settlement.  By measuring agricultural productivity according to 

these political divisions, the contribution to the “wealth of the nation” was 

emphasized.  

Measuring the amount of actual productivity was based on explicit political 

divisions within the Jewish society. Almost all settlements such as Kibbutzim 

(communal settlements) or Moshavim (agricultural settlements) at that period had a 

distinct political affiliation and belonged to one of the political parties. But it also 

introduced a distinction between subsequent waves of Jewish immigration.  In 

practice, different settlements were populated by different ethnic groups – Kibbutzim 

and Moshavim were occupied by “veterans”, Jews of European origin, and rural 

villages by those from the Middle East and North Africa.  The distinction between 

centrally located, more prosperous, and primarily Ashkenazi settlements and the 

socially and geographically marginal towns populated mostly by Jews of Middle-

Eastern origin, is based on a statistical classification that stratifies between “veteran 

settlements” and “development towns” (Leibler and Breslau 2005; Levy 1996). 

But if distinguishing between different settlements such as kibbutzim and 

rural villages could be justified practically and administratively, measuring the 

Arabic economy based on symbolic reasons and was actually impossible. The first 

term that describes the Jewish economy – “Hebrew Economy” - is an ancient name 
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that refers to the primordial base of the Israeli Nation and emphasizes its claim on the 

territory – “Eretz Yisrael”. At the same time, the classification “Arabic”, which is the 

most common name for Palestinians, is perceived as a symbolic practice of the Israeli 

administration to falsify the historical, cultural uniqueness of Palestinians and to 

disassociate them from belonging to Palestinian territory (Sa’adi 1992, Rabinowitz 

1993). Moreover, using the term “Arabic” implied that Palestinians belonged to the 

large Arabic nation and denied any unique identity based on their relation to the 

Palestinian land. It reflects the ideological transfer of Palestinians to the Arab 

countries and the denial of their own national movement. These formal categories 

that characterized Palestinians also have a negative definition. The term that followed 

“Arabs” was “other economy” and it is totally relational; it has no essence except of 

being dissimilar to the “Jewish economy”. “Other economy” is similar to the general 

demographic category – “Non-Jews” - which CBS used for several decades in order 

to describe Palestinians. This dualism is a central mechanism of Israeli society in 

imagining itself as a unified nation with clear boundaries. Palestinians function as the 

“other” of the Israeli society; it was constructed as such through demographic 

practices intertwined with other state practices while emphasizing the Western 

characteristics of the Israeli Jews (Hever 2000; Said 1994, pp. 31-32; Shenhav 2006).  

 Measuring the Palestinian economy separately was a common practice in the 

economic statistics produced during the Yishuv period (Kamen 1991). A central leader 

in the development of the Israeli Economy, David Horowitz, described the economy 

of the “Israeli Land” in a book published in 1948, claiming the conceptual and 
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ideological justifications for national segregation.100 In his book, Horowitz 

characterized the “Arab” economy as primitive, nonsystematic, inefficient and 

motivated by political rather than rational aspirations. It is an economy, he argued, that 

is intentionally maintained as labor-intensive in order to save money, and therefore 

exploits its own people in the same way that animals are abused by man (1948, pp. 7-

12)101. The magnitude of inconsistency between the two economies, as well as the 

moral differences, is the explicit reason for separating them. Horowitz’s discussion 

leads to the conclusion that the “Arabic” component should be removed from the 

calculation of National Income and be presented separately. Based on a similar 

reasoning, Bachi, who proposed to centralize National statistics in 1948, came to a 

different conclusion – the “Palestinian” population is a fictive entity: 

The data [about Palestinians] during the twenty years 
before 1948 were collected according to procedures that 
are justified neither scientifically nor practically, and 
were published with data about Jews without any 
distinction [between the categories that measured both 
groups — Jews and Palestinians]. The political fiction of 
a unified “Palestinian” population creates a complete data 
on Jews and faulty material on Arabs.102 

 

Horowitz and Bachi’s writings disclose the basic attitude toward Palestinians and the 

need to maintain the separatism between the two nations; the two nations are separated 

in so many ways to the extent that they are incommensurable statistically. Thus, if the 

                                                 
100 Horowitz was the head of the economic department at the Jewish Agency during the Yishuv period, 
and was the first general director of the Finance Office. Later he founded the National Bank of Israel. 
101 See also chapters 11 & 13.  
102 CZA: S25/9686, January 1948, 2. 



 

 

130 

goal of a National Accounts System is to measure the whole “country” as one entity, 

the approach taken by Jewish statisticians in Israel-Palestine before and during the 

first years after the establishment of the state emphasized the “nation” rather then the 

“country”, which included other groups than the secular Jews. 

 

Consolidating CBS’s monopoly while excluding economic statisticians 

If the divisions of the economic categories that were used during the Yishuv 

represented the political discourse that was still prominent after the establishment of 

the state, why were economists who worked at the Jewish Agency excluded from 

CBS's economic units? I would suggest that the answer to this question is tied to the 

search of CBS’s people for a monopoly. As I already argued in the comparative 

chapter on centralization, the statistical entrepreneurs used various practices as a 

strategy to establish CBS’s centralization. Among these practices, statisticians took a 

number of steps to expand their discipline’s jurisdiction and to exert their 

monopolization over the means of statistical production103. These strategies were 

applied mostly on economists in the finance ministry for several reasons. First, 

CBC’s efforts to achieve a monopoly over the production and publication of 

economic statistics was challenged by existing economists who could take over the 

field and become the dominant group in economic statistics. Second, local 

economists who established and/or used the statistical categories as described above, 

                                                 
103 ISA: RG 43/5458/29; RG 43/5458/29; RG 43/5459/2; RG 94/3562/4; CZA S25/9686, January 1948, 
16. 
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were identified with particular political interests and therefore, could damage CBS’s 

ambition to gain scientific credibility and to be perceived as objective and impartial.  

The professional struggle was also a struggle of two different visions of the 

relationship between economics and statistics. It was manifested in the controversy 

between Bachi and Tzidrovich over the structure of national statistics services that 

was introduced in the second chapter. Tzidrovich was allied with another central 

economist in the Yishuv, Levi Snider, who wrote a memorandum to the “situation 

committee” supporting the decentralization of the statistical services and in favor of 

separating economic statistics from all the other fields of statistics organizationally. 

Furthermore, he recommended that the central office will only do economic statistics 

and will be part of the Treasury Office. While CBS, according to Snider, should deal 

only with technical aspects of statistics, the economic unit of statistics should 

interpret economic data and be involved in designing the economic policy of Israel. 

The political leaders and the “Situation Committee” turned down this option and 

Snider and Tzidrovich were excluded from the CBS.  

 A third economist who would be excluded from the production of economic 

statistics as well was A. L. Ga’aton. Ga’aton worked at the Jewish Agency in the 

Research Institute for Studying the Economy. He prepared estimates of national 

income during the period of the Yishuv, and therefore was the natural candidate to 

lead the work on economic statistics.   Although he was working on economic 

statistics in the CBS, it was unclear why was he not a central person in this field after 

the state was formed.  In an interview with Bachi, he answered this question by 
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saying that Ga’aton had a ‘problematic personality’. And he made the same argument 

about Tzidrovich104. And so, whether one accepts this psychological explanation or 

not, the fact is that the new bureau of statistics did not include in its leading staff 

economists who were main players during the Yishuv; economists who could 

establish national economic statistics as a special field. This exclusion is more 

professional than personal, but was justified in personal terms. 

 If statisticians were so interested in a monopoly over the production of national 

statistics, why did they prefer to cooperate with American experts than with local 

economists, when it is clear that importing American economists and statisticians 

might pose a threat to CBS's professional autonomy and create competition? One 

answer could be that there was a lack of people with a command of the economic 

knowledge necessary to make CBS a bureau that could interact with other western 

states such as USA, England, Canada and Sweden. CBS’s employees were interested 

in becoming part of the international community by creating the same “transparency” 

that the World Bank required. Hence, in their search for strengthening their 

jurisdiction and increasing their credibility as scientists, CBS’s statisticians were 

central actors in accepting American experts and not in excluding them. The next 

part portrays the process of making Israeli economic statistics legible and 

commensurable and what local conflict were involved in this processes.  

 

 

                                                 
104 1992, personal interview with Roberto Bachi. 
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Universalizing economic statistics 

 The Israeli system of national account was transformed twice. Once in 1953 

and the second time in 1955 after the Falk Institute started its operation as the main 

institution that reorganized the statistical measurements of the Israeli economy. With 

the transition from the pre-state era to sovereignty, the Israeli government could turn 

to western countries and ask for financial aid (Shalev 1992, pp. 252-3). Hence, the 

context of the first transformation is located in the efforts of the Israeli government to 

achieve international financing and professional help so that the Israeli economy 

could overcome its first crisis. However, organizations such as the UN, federal 

organizations of the US and Jewish institutions, all of which were being asked for 

financial assistance, requested reliable data on the payments balance and economic 

aggregations in order to decide whether to give financial aid or not. The Israeli 

government could not present such data since these economic objects were not 

measured at all and the original data could not “talk” with the international economic 

measurements system. A representative of the US federal government, Raymond 

Mixel, investigated the local economy and made a clear argument to the Israeli 

leadership that the economic crisis Israel was experiencing was due to their 

negligence of basic finance rules and due to the failure to constitute an accounting 

system. In other words, the U.S. government was demanding commensurability in 

categories and in the structure of tables for higher legibility as a tool but also as a 

condition to get help in reducing the economic crisis.  
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A report written by Mixel introduced the specific problems of the Israeli 

economy from the point of view of the U.S. government. Israel could not pay back its 

debt – 100 million dollars - to the U.S.A government. Though the American 

government was hesitating to support Israel with monetary aid, it needed information 

about Israel’s financial situation and governmental expenditures in order to make any 

decision. But that kind of information did not exist. Also, Israel did not keep any 

records about its international transactions. Additionally, Israel did not have a central 

bank, which was supposed to regulate the economy. On top of this, Israel had three 

different exchange rates to the Israeli pound, which made the data that did exist 

useless. Only by the end of 1953 did Israel have one unified exchange rate.      

In 1952, after Israel was turned down in its request for financial assistance, 

the government accepted American demands for changes and imported American 

economists to establish the new national accounting system (Mixel 1994). Two 

groups of economists were brought in. Teddy Kollek, the first director of the Prime 

Minister's Office, initiated an importation of economists from the US and they started 

their operation in 1953 under the Economic Advisory Staff (EAS), led by Oscar Gass, 

in the Prime Minister's office. The second group was brought by the first Israeli 

ambassador in the USA, Abba Even, and founded the Falk Institute. EAS, under the 

organizational roof of CBS, initiated the first transformation in the structure of 

national income tables by formatting the input/output tables and unifying the different 

exchange rates of the Israeli pound.  
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Oscar Gass was brought from the US to Israel as a solution of the Israeli 

government to deal with the American demands for standardization. In 1952 Gass 

visited Israel for a short time and represented Israel in its negotiation with the 

American representative, Mixel, who was reviewing the Israeli economy in order to 

determine whether to accept Israel’s request for financial help. At the same time, 

Gass examined the problems of the Israeli economy and, presented the results in a 

memorandum to Levi Eshkol, the Minister of Finance. He made recommendations to 

the Israeli government on how to organize the procedures of the Israeli Treasury 

Foreign Operations: 

The state of Knowledge of the foreign exchange 
commitments of the Israel economy, which prevails in 
the Israeli Treasury, does not meet the lowest standard 
tolerable for a people that can read and write and needs to 
make its way internationally, without abundant foreign 
exchange reserves, in the strenuous condition of the 
contemporary world105. 

 

 After Mixel’s visit ended, in summer 1952, Gass returned to the US and came 

back in the middle of 1953 with a formal appointment106. His first visit was initiated 

by the general director of the Finance Office, Ehud Avrieli, and was under the 

office’s authority. In the second visit, in 1953 Gass was appointed to establish the 

Economic Advisory Staff (EAS) under the authority of the Prime Minister Office, 

with the aim of giving services to all governmental offices. The expectations of Gass 

were very high; the General Director of the Prime Minister’s Office, Teddy Kollek, 

                                                 
105 ISA: RG 43/5509/3 August 7, 1952, p. 3. 
106 ISA: RG 43/5509/3, September, 15, 1952. 
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was looking for someone who would be able to lead the new economy, “…one who 

will prove exceptional and show some leadership and thus be able to put the thing 

[the economy] together”.107 Gass recruited several American experts in economic 

statistics to work in the EAS bureau.  

 

The credibility of a foreign advisor 

 The fact that EAS was under the authority of the Prime Minister’s Office was 

an important change because it meant that Gass would be working more with CBS and 

not with the Finance Office. In fact, CBS was given the responsibility for EAS as its 

own unit to help with the preparation of National Income estimates.108 This also meant 

that in the division of labor between the Finance Office and CBS, attaching EAS to 

CBS would give CBS’s people advantage in the claim over aggregating, calculating 

and publishing economic statistics. Indeed, Gass’s arrival was not as smooth as one 

would expect. Levi Eshkol, who became the Minister of Finance in 1952, after the 

sudden death of the former minister, had several reservations about Gass’s 

employment, anticipating a potential conflict between EAS and the Finance Minister’s 

office over the authority to comment and make recommendation about the Israeli 

economy109. Eshkol was not the only economic player who opposed Gass’s 

appointment. Pinchas Sapir, a central person in the Ministry of Development, who 

would become the next Minister of Finance after Eshkol (in 1963), “opposed 

                                                 
107 ISA: RG 43/5509/3, January 15, 1953. 
108 ISA: RG 43/5458/22, July 23, 1953 
109 A letter from Teddy Kollek to Gass on April 7, 1953, just before Gass arrived to Israel.   
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violently” to inviting Gass. Moreover, Teddy Kollek reported to Gass “I fear that we 

may have serious difficulties to obtain cooperation from Josef [who was about to be 

the Minister of Development], but, of course, the whole enterprise of EAS can only by 

achieved in a crusading spirit”110. 

In a long review letter written on May 1954 by Oscar Gass, the director of the 

Economic Advisory Staff, to Levi Eshkol, the Finance Minister, he reveals major 

disagreements between his people and the Israeli government111. According to Gass, 

the first difference between the two organizations, EAS and Finance Ministry, is 

about the “question of planning”. While Eshkol is arguing that the Israeli leadership 

has knowledge about the economic activity of the country, especially in agriculture, 

Gass replies: 

I do agree that something is known in Israel about 
agricultural problems; indeed I think a great deal is 
known. But then a great deal is known also about how 
to spin cotton, mold plywood, polish diamonds, run 
business and build houses. Such particular knowledge 
– even when it extends to organizing a factory and 
training its labor to a high level of productivity – does 
not constitute economic planning. 

 

It seems that these differences were related to two different themes: the first is 

professional and the second is more about the development of economic statistics of 

national accounts. The problems Gass had encountered during the time he advised the 

Israeli government could be read as a conflict between the expert, Gass, who claims 

                                                 
110 Ibid. 
111 ISA: RG 41/5509/14, May 2 1954 
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to know the right solution to Israel’s economic problems, and the politician, Levi 

Eshkol, who represents Zionist ideology. The professional economist lacks the 

necessary ideological passion that would make his economic recommendations 

credible. Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister, revealed a similar attitude toward 

Mixel when he expressed his opinion about Israel’s problems: “If we [Ben-Gurion 

and his colleagues] would have acted according to Mixel’s recommendations in the 

question of economic policy, Israel wouldn’t exist today” (Mixel 1994).  This 

argument becomes stronger when it comes to a particular economic field – 

agriculture. Eshkol’s letter deals with productivity, mainly agricultural productivity, 

which was at the heart of the Zionist enterprise. Hence, a claim that the Israeli 

leadership does not know enough about this particular field challenges the basic 

ideology on which the Zionist project was founded and thus, raises strong objections.  

Not only does the professional advisor not share the same ideological passion; 

he is also a foreigner who was brought to Israel under the necessity to reconstruct the 

Israeli economy. As such, he was not welcomed by any of the economic ministers. 

Gass found Eshkol’s attitude, as well as the attitude of all the other economic 

ministers in the Israeli government, to be irresponsible: “Each thinks ‘planning’ is 

needed in the sphere of others but not in his own”112. Each of the ministers accepts 

the “planner” (Gass) only as a “rubber-stamp” since none of them agrees that their 

field needed to be reconsidered. Consequently, each side had different perceptions of 

EAS’s role. While the political leadership sees Gass as responsible for “public 

                                                 
112 Ibid. 
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relations” and promoting the economic policy of the Israeli government, Gass 

protects the right of EAS to avoid “marketing” any governmental decision or policy. 

Moreover, Gass took the right to go to the public with an independent statement 

about the economic condition of the Israeli economy, which created, according to 

Eshkol, public confusion “…and serves as a destabilizing factor in our economy” 113.   

  Second, the two perspectives clash exactly in a period in which a paradigmatic 

shift had occurred in the conceptualization of national income. Instead of collecting 

data in each field and presenting them as aggregated numbers, the new perception 

had a macro view of economic activity, divided into domains that did not necessarily 

represent fields of economic activity such as mining or construction. The new 

perception of the economy was represented through the dual structure of input and 

output tables, which required a reform in each sphere of economic activity. And 

hence, argues Gass,  

Economic planning … means… the comprehensive 
consideration of all these factors of costs and returns, in 
appropriate time perspective, which taken together should 
govern the determination of an economic policy. 
Planning becomes authoritative when there is an ordered 
flow of policy determinations from the planning center, 
determinations which govern conduct until they are 
revised. By these standards, neither irrigation nor 
agriculture in Israel seem[s] to me to be planned 
activities114.  

 

                                                 
113 ISA: RG 41/5509/14, May 28, 1954 
114 ISA: RG 41/5509/14, May 2, 1954 
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 These conflicts between Gass and the Finance people, in addition to the 

establishment of Falk Institute in 1953, which will be discussed immediately, 

marginalized EAS’s people as the experts whom local professionals and politicians 

needed to listen to. Though it had a significant role in leading the economy to a more 

standardized form and internationalizing it, EAS encountered difficulties from the 

political leadership, which eventually put an end to its activity. Consequently, its 

contribution to the local economy and its role in developing the national income 

measurements is unacknowledged and missing from the way CBS narrated the 

development of the system of national account in Israel ten years later (CBS 1963). 

According to this narrative, the only imported experts that CBS cooperated within the 

field of national accounts were Falk Center for Economic Research in Israel. As a 

result of Falk’s research, this field was transformed and reorganized according to the 

“methods and recommendation” of the UN (ibid).   

 

The scientific autonomy of Falk Institute 

 At the same time that Teddy Kollek brought Gass to Israel and in the same 

year in which the US sent representatives to examine the Israeli economy, 1952, 

Abba Even, the Israeli ambassador in the U.S. visited the Falk Foundation in 

Washington D.C. asking for a long term program that would help Israel in its current 

situation, as he wrote in a memorandum to the foundation: 

There is a compelling need for an institute in Israel to 
undertake research in all questions affecting the economy 
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of the country. The recent influx of newcomers and 
refugees has put a heavy strain on the country’s 
economy. Increased knowledge of economic processes 
would reveal ways of relieving pressures on the 
economic structure and thus assure a better standard of 
living for the country. Ways and means of reaching that 
end could only be discovered by a systematic and 
scientific investigation of industry, trade, commerce, and 
agriculture and of economic trends in other parts of the 
world and by examining the degree of their applicability 
to Israel (quoted at Starrett 1966, p. 46).  

 

It seems interesting to mention that politicians such as Eshkol were looking for 

financial help but did not approve of the intervention of outside experts. While 

Kollek and Even, both politicians from the Labor Party as well but at that time they 

served as officers of the new governmental bureaucracy, were looking for experts 

outside of Israel as the help that was needed in order to become an independent 

economy. Being aware of the American requirements, the search for practices of 

standardization came from Even:  

An institute which would undertake economic 
investigation on the spot, studies in the United States, and 
projects of general research would be a powerful 
instrument in the country’s economic progress, thus 
fulfilling the declared policy of the U.S. Government in 
rendering technical assistance to countries that do not yet 
enjoy full economic development (ibid, p. 47) 

 

 While EAS was funded by the Israeli government and its very existence 

dependent on the government’s decisions, the Falk Institute (in Israel) was 

established with the money of the Falk Foundation (in the U.S.). This created a real 
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difference in the relationship between the Israeli politicians and the organization, as 

the first annual report of the institution asserts:  

Even in older and richer countries that have eminent 
records of publicly supported economic research, it is 
often found desirable to encourage and rely upon private 
study. The pressures of government tend to limit the 
resources that can be devoted to objective scholarship, 
especially to the exploration of new frontiers of 
knowledge and application (ibid). 

 

 Here the text that was written by the council members of the institute implies 

that being dependent on the money of the Israeli government would not allow the 

researchers to complete their study and to apply their recommendations in creating a 

new measurements system. It would not make the necessary division between the 

political and the scientific realms. Its private rather than governmental sponsors can 

explain the fact that the Falk Institute did not really encounter the same difficulties as 

EAS, and that it succeeded to gain autonomy and to operate in a professional and 

academic environment115. At the same time, the first annual report describes a special 

awareness of the specific political structure of Israel:  

The decision to support a private organization was also 
based on a factor unique to Israel. It is a new nation, with 
social and economic features that require social study. It 

                                                 
115 The problem of scientific autonomy was a problem that CBS people had dealt with in different ways 
with different strategies during the first years of its activities. A decade after CBS was founded, Ben 
Gurion, the first prime minister, and Bachi , the first director of CBS, explicitly discussed the 
difficulties CBS experienced during the first decade to put boundaries between people in the 
government and the bureau’s work: "There were times, and I think they were already gone, that in 
different offices different interests thought to influence [national] statistics and to direct it according to 
their policy and not the other way around, to direct the policy according to the statistical results that 
were given to them". ISA: RG41/107/18, 1972.   
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has distinctive institutions such as the farm collectives, 
the labor union system, and the Jewish agency. This 
uniqueness means that empirical research in Israel cannot 
be, if indeed it can be anywhere else, a matter of 
imitation, of adapting ready tools and models to an 
entirely new situation.116   

 

It is clear that the institute acknowledged the uniqueness of the Israeli society. But 

what is interesting is the particular institutions that were mentioned in this report – 

farm collectives, the labor union (Histadrut) and the Jewish Agency. These were very 

strong and dominant political organizations that were central in shaping the political 

economy of the pre-state society and remained dominant after the state was 

established. However, in spite of the fact that Falk declared that these institutions 

could not be ignored, Falk was actually able to avoid their intervention. Mentioning 

them can be understood more as a symbolic act and not as an actual consideration of 

these institutions. One indication that this argument is valid is the composition of the 

Falk Advisory Commission, which lacked the presence of representatives from these 

organizations.    

 In addition to the private support that Falk gained in its first ten years, the 

composition of the “The United States Advisory Committee”, the committee that 

managed Falk Institute, was mostly based on American economists and statisticians. 

Though they were only an advisory committee, they acted as a policy-determining 

body in the first ten years to Falk’s operation (Sarrett 1966, p. 52). The first few 

directors were all Americans that had served at the UN, American institutions or 

                                                 
116 Iibid.  
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universities.  The first director was Daniel Creamer, a civil servant in the United States 

federal government and economist on both the Social Security Board and the National 

Income Division of the U.S. Department of Commerce.  The second director, Harold 

Lubell, was a senior economist in the Falk Institution from its very beginning, was a 

statistician who served the United Nations in undeveloped countries. After his 

appointment in the Falk Institute he conducted similar work under the Ford 

Foundation in Vietnam and Malaysia.  

 The third director was Don Patinkin, a professor at the University of Chicago, 

who was convinced to immigrate to Israel to help in planning its economy. As such, 

he joined the Hebrew University and the Falk Institute. Patinkin was Israel’s senior 

economist with a reputation world wide, who wrote a book on the first ten years of 

the Israeli economy, a book that “…has become an authoritative reference for 

planning the economy of new nations” (Starrett 1966, Pp. 51-52). The fourth Director 

was Simon Kuznets, a professor from Johns Hopkins University, who was known for 

his contribution to the development of the concept of national accounts (Kendrick 

1970). This leadership, which excluded any local actors, was a major factor in the 

institution’s ability to prepare the system of national account without the intervention 

of the local economists and politicians. 

 In its first five years the Falk Institute worked very closely with CBS in 

preparing the national income measurements according to more universal standards. 

The Foundation granted the institute a budget of about $500,000 for the first five 

years and then gave the same amount of money for an additional five years. By the 
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end of the first ten years the Falk Foundation decided to make it a permanent research 

institution in Israel as part of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Its function was to 

increase knowledge on the Israeli economy and it has been central in shaping 

economic research for many years to this very day. But its most significant 

involvement in the reconstitution of the Israeli economy was in the system of national 

accounts that was founded in 1955 and had different concepts, terms, categories and 

measuring units from those that were published until then.  

The foundation of the Falk Institute in 1953 was in the same year that the 

United Nations set its new System of National Account and Supporting Tables in 

order “to set out a standard national accounting system and to provide a framework of 

general applicability for reporting national wealth and productivity statistics” 

(McNeely 1995, p. 77). This system had a more “global” focus than the earlier 

accounting schemes in the sense that it was aimed explicitly toward developing 

countries, “both in the formulation of concepts and in the tables and definitions 

presented” (ibid). In spite of the acknowledgement of Israel’s uniqueness, the 

structure of the Israeli system was almost identical to the United Nation’s new system 

(Falk 1956).  

 

Discussion 

Our case could exemplify how a core state, such as the US, forces a peripheral 

and new state, such as Israel, to adopt the American system of national accounts. As 
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such, the narrative about changing the Israeli system of official statistics could be 

based on functionalist reasoning, which would claim that such a change was necessary 

for a proper development of the Israeli economy. The very recent studies about the 

Americanization of states’ economies all over the world during the 1950’s support this 

argument. Israel would not be able to survive in international context without 

acquiring the necessary knowledge to make this interaction possible. However, the 

answer to the question why the American system of national accounts became 

necessary is located in the local context: domestic reasons of state-formation processes 

and professional struggles for authoritative position in the field of economic statistics 

are significant to the characterization of the particular change the Israeli economy 

went through.  

Even if these may not be the main reason, even if the domestic transformation 

was after all driven by the international context, and that the domestic economy 

needed to be made legible and plannable in a bureaucratic way mainly because of its 

integration into an international system of lending and monitoring, still the 

mechanisms through which this knowledge was adopted are important and would not 

be similar in other “peripheral” countries. Thus, the argument of neo-institutionalism 

about cultural diffusion or coercive isomorphism, as well as “centers of calculation” is 

not sufficient as an explanation of processes that create the division between core and 

periphery; it is a tautological argument. Even if the “center” holds much of the power, 

the “periphery” presents, in the Israeli case, unfamiliar problems that require 
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unfamiliar solutions that make the “periphery” more a center of activity and 

adaptation.   

 As I describe in the paper, until 1953, the Israeli “economy” had been 

conceptualized in terms of local categories: tables presented data according to forms 

of settlements, which reflected the basic political divisions of the Israeli society, 

according to the two national economies, and in raw numbers of productivity; its value 

was described in the local money, the Israeli Pound. In 1953 new terms emerged – 

“National Economy” and “National Income” - and in 1956 the concepts GNP and 

GDP were in use.  These early local representations were based on communal 

perception of society and described the productivity of different political sectors in the 

population. The old measurement represented a more fragmented society and 

therefore, could hardly be institutionalized as a universal system of measurements. 

The UN system, however, used very abstract categories that referred to the “nation” as 

a unified entity with clear boundaries. The new measurements erased the old political 

divisions and therefore, could be accepted as more professional and adequate to Ben-

Gurion’s general ambition to constitute a rational administration. In other words, by 

making the Israeli economy legible to the international community, the shift also made 

the local divisions invisible; it concealed the political context of producing economic 

numbers in a country where the politics of political, ethnic, religious and national 

communities is so prominent. This act of objectification is also act of eliminating the 

ability to read these numbers by lay people and making it exclusively readable by 

economists. 
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CHAPTER 5 

“VERSUS THE ONLY CHILD – POLITICAL DEMOGRAPHY IN ISRAEL’S 

PRE-STATE PERIOD  

 

Introduction
117

 

Professor Roberto Bachi, who established Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics 

(CBS) in 1948 and was the Governmental Statistician for more than two decades, 

coined the term ‘Political Demography’ from which he drew a particular meaning of 

demography: focusing on reproductive practices of Israeli Jews that were understood 

as a means of nation-state building during the Yishuv period. In this chapter I argue 

that Bachi’s work prefigured the state’s political policies, concepts of state welfare and 

concepts of citizenship, which all can be considered as technologies for "producing" 

the state. Although this was a one-man work, Bachi’s demographic paradigm and 

practices modeled the social epistemology of the way Jewish immigrants from Muslim 

countries were perceived by state institutions as well as by the local sociologists. He 

raised three concerns that were articulated in one pro-natal campaign: A general 

decrease in Jewish reproduction within Palestine; predictions of the demographic 

balance between Arabs and Jews in Palestine; and characterization of “Mizrahim” as a 

                                                 
117 Chapter 5 contains parts of the paper: “Statisticians’ Reason: Governmentality, Modernity, National 
Legibility.” Israel Studies 9(2) pp. 121-149, 2004.  
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unique ethnic group with traits of its own based on reproduction rates, cultural patterns 

and social and economic conditions. These concerns were epitomized into a plan 

submitted to Ben Gurion for building the new state. My argument in this chapter stems  

from the general argument of the dissertation about the co-production of “science” and 

the “state” through which I explore the relationship between state institutions and 

scientific practices, while emphasizing the constitutive relationship between the two. 

National statistics are examined in this context as a particular state practice of 

knowledge production that has epistemological and political implications as will be 

discussed shortly after this introduction.  

The chapter is based on a study of documents that were found in the private 

archive of Roberto Bachi relating to the period 1938-1948. Bachi documented every 

step of his work about the demography of the Jewish community in Palestine (Yishuv). 

The chapter focuses mostly on his academic work conducted while he was the head of 

the Central Medical Bureau of Statistics, Hadassah. His work at that period was 

extremely rich and diverse. It included papers, lectures and analyses of different 

demographic phenomena, versions of a book he was writing, and extensive 

correspondence with the major Jewish leaders of the time118.  

 The ethnic composition of Palestine prior to the establishment of the Israeli state 

was highly dynamic. That was due to the presence of the Palestinian population, the 

major ethnic group in Palestine, and the on going Jewish immigration to the country 

                                                 
118 In spite of the comparative nature of this dissertation, the main focus of the chapter is on 
demography in Israel since demography rather than economic statistics were the leading practices of 
state building at the discussed period, while in Canada, as was shown in previous chapters, the 
statistical entrepreneurs were dealing with consolidating “the economy” as the center of state formation. 
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that changed the demographic balance between the two groups. The complexity of the 

ethnic composition was manifested by struggles over numerical representation of these 

groups in formal enumerations. The two major groups – Palestinians and Jews - 

claimed for numerical superiority and economic seniority in their contribution to the 

country. Territorial considerations were of great importance as well. The national 

struggle in Palestine was reflected in intense debates during the British censuses on the 

numerical ratio of each national group — Palestinians and Jews. The statistical activity 

at the period prior to 1948 was intensive and was part of the political struggle over 

Palestine. The British Mandate had to scrutinize the population movements according 

to the economic capacity of each group, and hence, had to put special effort to find out 

the exact ethnic composition of the country and the size of the two national groups 

(Dotan 1981, p. 99; Eliav 1976, p. 48). The following chapter will introduce the 

internal discourse on the demographic balance between Jews and Palestinians in 

Palestine. This concern was connected not only to the conflict between the two 

national groups but also to the Jewish ethnic composition. Although the discussions on 

the ethnic and national conflicts usually remained disconnected in the sociology of the 

Israeli society, Bachi, with the conception of ‘political demography’ associated the 

two major conflicts under one interest, as I will demonstrate in the chapter. 

 

Statistics as a Project of Modernity 

  Statistics in its nineteenth-century form was a liberal idea and was associated 

with a desire for improvement. It reflected a liberal spirit, and a search for social 
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reforms that thrived in that period (Porter 1986, pp. 25-27). Statistics: (1) was mostly 

associated with progress due to its capacity for describing comprehensive social 

reforms toward modernity (Porter 1987); (2) signified the distinction between 

traditional and modern society (Desrosieres 1998, pp. 31-32); and, (3) replaced the old 

social order with a new one by giving people new and equal positions in the social 

configuration (Metz 1987). The last point refers to its identification with values such 

as democracy and equality. Statistical measurements transform the representation of 

human beings into homogeneous units with a common denominator. Each individual 

is represented as equal to others, and hence cannot have privileges over others. By 

signifying the individual with numbers, he or she becomes unmarked and has the same 

social importance as others from different classes (Porter 1986, p. 25; Stigler 1987). 

This apparent equality — which has replaced the old social statuses, such as class, 

family, and religion, with objective and scientific categorization — has simultaneously 

permitted the measurement of deviant groups that behave differently from the 

“average man” or the “statistical man.” Such individuals were identified as equal, 

regrouped and redefined scientifically as a “social problem.” (Hacking 1990, pp. 118-

19). Thus, the modern method of classification has become a legitimate method of 

labeling (Desrosieres 1991).  

 

Governmentality and the creation of the “population” 

  Statistics has dual meanings. In addition to being embedded within enlightened 

thought, statistics has also become associated with government and the aspiration of 
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the state to have control over its subjects. The literature on the history of statistics 

analyzes the early phase of the discipline’s development as a mechanism of political 

domination, as reflected by its initial name: Political Arithmetic (Kendrick 1970; 

Porter 1986, pp. 22-3). Modern statistics, however, was divorced from this political 

context and became a reflection of “society” rather than “politics.” With Pearson’s 

work at the end of the nineteenth century, it gained its current status as the 

mathematical method of the science of society. Foucault describes this process from a 

different angle in his work Governmentality (1991) by connecting it to the transition 

from political control (i.e., “sovereignty”), which is based on territory and the family, 

to the development of the “art of government,” which is now based on the constitution 

of the subject and the population (ibid, p, 93; 1980, pp. 109-33). 

  Delimiting the “population” as a target of investigation, argues Foucault, is an 

essential task for exercising Governmentality; thus, procedures, calculations, and 

analyses allow the operation of a very specific form of power on a particular 

population (ibid, p. 102). How does the problem of population enable the art of 

government? Foucault’s answer is anchored in the ability of statistics to gradually 

reveal a population’s regularities, making it possible to quantify these specific 

phenomena of population. Statistics also allows a process of individuation and the 

elimination of the family as a corporate intermediary between the individual and the 

state. The second consequence of counting the population is the creation of a new type 

of power — bio-power. Foucault’s association of bio-power with the emergence of 

demography suggests that demography is a discipline that defines the modern subject 
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through statistical inquiry and categories, such as fertility, hygiene, patterns of diet, 

and habitation. 

 

Statistics as a tool for legibility 

  Censuses define not only the “population,” but also the boundaries of a 

collective. According to Benedict Anderson, (1999, pp. 199-206) censuses are part of 

varied mechanisms through which people imagine themselves as a distinct nation. 

While demarcating the boundaries of the collective, however, statistics is also 

deconstructing the boundaries of communities within this collective and making them 

a commensurate population; that is, members of a chain of unmarked individuals. As a 

consequence, these individuals, who were protected by the boundaries of their own 

communities, are now seen directly by the state. This is not to say that these 

communities disappear; only that the members of the old groups are regrouped in 

accordance to categories that matter to the state and its technocrats. This is again a 

process of individualization; however it is not just an outcome of liberal ideology but a 

target in its own right, since it transforms the population and makes it legible, a central 

task in statecraft (Scott 1998). The standardization of measures, surveys, and censuses 

were part of a larger emancipatory simplification, as was argued in the first theoretical 

claim; but it simultaneously “undercut[s] the intermediary structures between the state 

and the citizen and gave [gives] the state, for the first time, direct access to its 

subjects.” (ibid, p. 365). 
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Methodological considerations – Periodization and generalization 

Before I proceed I would like to make two methodological comments: The 

following chapter is based on documents that were found in the private archive of 

Roberto Bachi, at Ben Gurion University. These documents relate to the period 1938-

1948. The size of the archive is huge as is the scope of their content. Bachi 

documented every step of his work relating to the demography of the Jewish 

community (Yishuv) in Palestine. Broad though his work was, the question remains – 

can we make a general statement about the development of Israeli demography from 

one man’s work? Can we use Bachi’s work to make a general argument about the 

beginning of the ethnic thinking about what can be called “Israeli society” from the 

1940s and on? Lastly, can we draw conclusions from documents written in the pre-

state period about the way the new state treated immigrants, especially those from 

Africa and Asia, who immigrated to Israel during the 50’s? The empirical data 

introduced in this chapter will establish the argument that although this was one man’s 

work, Bachi’s demographic paradigm and practices were very influential and can even 

imply further that his vision modeled the social epistemology of the way Jewish 

immigrants from Muslim countries were perceived. The role of demography in Israel-

Palestine worked on two levels – academic as well as policy making. The chapter will 

attempt to establish the argument that demographic practices as crafted by Bachi, in 

addition to his academic work, articulated the co-production of science and the state. 
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Local demographic practices were developed as a scientific discipline while 

functioned as practices of state building.  

Regarding the periodization of the chapter, focusing on the years of the 

beginning of mass immigration would overlook the formative years in which ethnicity 

was already thought of and practiced in relation to the Mizrahim of the Yishuv. 

Shenhav, a major representative of postcolonial work on the Mizrahim, looks to 

understand the regime of subordinating the Mizrahim by searching for the evidence in 

a place and time removed from the regular Zionist narrative (the years of mass 

immigration after the establishment of the state, a state-centric narrative) to an earlier 

time and a different place: 

…Zionist epistemology has shaped prior work on Israel 
in at least three ways that I shall avoid in this book. First, 
the most fundamental change is to begin the analysis 
several years prior to the formation of the state, rather 
than with the physical immigration of the Arab-Jews to 
Israeli soil in the 1950s (see also Shohat 1988; 
Khazzoom 2003). This runs counter to Zionist 
epistemology which promotes a state-centric, 
Israelocentric, perspective in which inequality, 
discrimination, and cultural clashes are studied within the 
context of the state of Israel […]  While admittedly 
useful, such studies are limiting because they treat the 
Arab-Jews as immigrants, citizens of Israel who deal 
with an established state and formal institutions. I argue 
that the focus on pre-state practices that took place 
outside of Israel/Palestine provide an alternative, and 
broader, epistemological perspective to understanding 
practices which are not easily discerned in a state 
centered perspective (Shenhav 2006). 
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Although tracing the entire genealogy of constructing the ethnic categorization of the 

“Mizrahim” as a homogeneous group is beyond the scope of this work, the evidence 

introduced in this chapter will show that the epistemological style used toward 

Mizrahim and Palestinians with the notion of the ‘demographic balance’ in the 50’s 

and on, already existed in Bachi’s demography during late 30’s and through the 40’s 

and therefore, analyzing demographic practices regarding the Mizrahim should start 

earlier than 1948. Moreover, looking at pre-state periodization facilitates a discussion 

of Weber’s concept of ‘objective possibility’. The concept treats a particular historical 

moment of the creation of a phenomenon as a juxtaposition of oppositions in which 

history could have taken different routes. This possibility, according to Weber, is a 

possibility that was never realized. Nevertheless, pointing at the objective possibilities 

shades new light on the phenomenon that was institutionalized and became part of our 

commonsense. Acknowledging it has several virtues: Theoretically, it enables us to 

avoid logical functionalism – to reveal the falsified self-legitimation based on 

functional logic of the inevitable. Epistemologically, it renders forgotten options that 

never materialized. Methodologically, it creates heterogeneity of options (Shenhav 

1999). Applying this concept to the case discussed in this chapter, in addition to the 

notion of ‘counterfactuality’, raises the following question: HAD there been NO 

recognition of "ethnic" subgroups among Israelis, how would the state administration 

or the production of the state have been different than it actually was?  Most readers 

would see the divide between Jews and Palestinians as construed by demographic 

statistics and as obviously relevant to the political story of state building, whereas my 
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dissection of the Jews into subgroups complicates that simplistic divide between Jews 

and Palestinians. 

  

Counting and Categorizing Ethnicity 

Kertzer and Arel, in their edited volume Census and Identity – The Politics of 

Race, Ethnicity, and Language in National Censuses (2002) describe the context of 

the emergence of ethnicity as a cultural category. Ethnicity, according to their 

argument, started to be measured first during the 40’s, after the Second World War, as 

a reaction to theories of race. Nevertheless three developments brought “race” back to 

the forefront of classification of minorities: the unprecedented flow of Asian and 

African immigrants to European countries that previously didn’t have immigrants 

from those areas; the rise of official concern about discrimination against minorities 

which led to positive discrimination; and lastly, the need to mobilize minorities with a 

unique cultural heritage without labeling them; or, in the writers’ words, confronting 

with the question, “how to effectively prevent discrimination without statistically 

distinguishing the people most likely to be discriminated against?” (Kretzer and Arel 

2002). But, as Nobles has already argued, (2002) by measuring “race” demographic 

practices encourage racial discourse, even if biological heredity is transformed to 

classification according to cultural traits. Although “race” has been a forbidden 

category in the Israeli context since the Second World War (and not necessarily before 

as argued by Falk 2006; Blum 2007), Nobles’ argument raises the question whether 
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the centrality of measuring the Mizrahim in Israel-Palestine has encouraged a racial 

discourse toward this group. The next section will give support for Nobles’ argument. 

 

The Beginning of Jewish Ethnic Thinking in Israel 

 “Ethnicity” is probably the most studied theme in Israeli social sciences. It has 

been a central question since the 50’s: in anthropology, sociology, epidemiology and 

other disciplines that studied the different cultural groups who immigrated to Israel 

before and after 1948. But the majority of these studies had started at the 50s, when a 

mass of immigrants came to Israel, especially from Arab countries (Aliya of 

Mizrahim). The emphasis of these studies was on “Eda” (“Edot” in plural), which is a 

term that usually refers to a group of people with common habits and cultural identity 

that lived in the same country in the Diaspora (Iraqis for people who lived in Iraq, 

Polish for those from Poland or Persian for those living in Iran). Although there is not 

always an exact correlation between country of origin and being part of a particular 

Eda, the term is used is in relation to country of origin of the Mizrahim. The term 

“Eda” is commonly used to differentiate between groups within the Mizrahim, but 

with an emphasis on folklore – highlighting exotic customs, rituals and distinct 

traditions. The folklorization of Mizrahim was an indication of the cultural inferiority 

of the group referred to as Eda. 
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In her book Sorting Things Out (Bowker and Star, 2000) Leigh Star tells us where her 
interest in classifications started. She grew up in an area which was composed of several 
ethnic origins and when a new kid arrived to the neighborhood all asked him “what are you” 
referring to his/her ethnic composition (p. 11). Interestingly, my fascination with the way 
people classify others started with a similar experience but in an older age.  

Israel is an immigration society. Examining the population composition of the Israeli society 
in the first two decades of the new state- between the 50’s and the 70’s - would reveal that 
most of its members immigrated to Israel from other countries during the 20th century. While 
the Ashkenazi population immigrated in several waves prior to the establishment of the state 
in 1948, most of the Arab-Jews immigrated to Israel during the 50’s. The growing diversity, 
which had started at the 40’s as I will show in this chapter, stimulated practices that eventually 
created a deep ethnic dichotomy between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim, a dichotomy that was a 
basic element in every kid’s identity in those days.  Apparently, this element skipped some 
kids who lived in an isolated town with a special ethnic composition:  

In my hometown – Saffed, a very small and isolated town in the north of Israel – the structure 
of the population, in eyes of kids, was very clear:  kids who lived in the south of the city 
(regular kids); kids who lived on the Kna’an Mountain (very poor); and us (distinguished) - 
those who were considered to be “Pure Sephardim” because their families lived in Saffed for, 
more or less, nine generations. The divisions were based on seniority of living in the town and 
though they were parallel to class and ethnicity we weren’t aware of these “objective” labels, 
except in the case of the “very poor” who were clearly different from us – they were 
immigrants from Muslim countries with very big families, and lived in a different 
geographical area. When I grew up and was drafted to the army, as all the 18-year-old kids in 
Israel, in every new ‘military base’ I arrived, people were trying to classify me because 
something in my appearance didn’t fit their worldview – I looked like Mizrahi and spoke like 
Ashkenazi. So, I was asked, “what are you”? Of course, I didn’t understand the question at 
first. “My name is Anat”. “No, what are you?” and because of the lack of understanding, I was 
explained – “where is your mother from”? I replied – “Israel”. “No”, they insisted, “Where 
was she born?” And I answered – “Saffed”. “And her mother?” “Saffed too” I replied. Now, 
when they realized that my matrilineal ancestors are odd they moved to my father: “And your 
Father?” “From Yugoslavia”, I replied. “Ah, then you are Ashkenazi!” they concluded.  

Obviously, it was then that I started irritating people with my convoluted answers, but unlike 
years later, it was purely innocent. I simply didn’t know what would be the right answer. My 
inability to give a satisfying answer was because I wasn’t aware of the national division 
between “Ashkenazim” and “Mizrahim” as an ethnic indication to country of origin. Being 
“Nine Generations in Saffed” although rare was stronger as a category than any other ethnic 
reality in those days. BTW, ten years later, when I was working in a more sophisticated 
environment with more educated people the investigation at the first encounter was the same 
except for one additional question: to my reply on my father’s descent they asked, “from the 
Muslim or the Christian part of Yugoslavia” to have a more accurate knowledge on his 
Ashkenazi or Sepharadic origin. 
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An exceptional yet interesting example, a study not in the social sciences but in 

genetics, reveals the dichotomous style of thinking which was applied on the ethnic 

diversity of the Mizrahim in the study of Israel’s populations (Kirsh 2003). Kirsh 

shows how Zionist ideology during the 50’s influenced geneticists’ publications and 

their research questions on the diverse Mizrahi population in Israel. These studies  

were provoked by the differences in external appearance of each Eda, which raised 

skepticism as to whether there was a common biological origin for the various Edot. 

119 The historical and cultural background of the different ethnic groups, the Edot, was 

present in the assumptions, questions and arguments made by geneticists about each 

ethnic group. But although the country was populated by two national groups, most 

genetic studies were on the ethnic diversity of Jewish Edot, especially those from Arab 

countries, and focused on the biological traits of each Eda, as reported by Kirsh 

(2003):   

 At the time Arabs made up about 12 percent of the state's 
population, and yet a sample from this group was 

examined in only three of the twenty-two articles in 
Group I. In contrast, Jews from Yemen, who formed 5 
percent of the population, were referred to in seven 

articles, and Jews from Kurdistan, numbering no more 

than 20,000 people (only about 1 percent of the 
population), featured in six articles (ibid).  

 

By presenting the ratio between the percentages of the different groups in 

Israel in relation to numbers of articles written on these groups, Kirsh is arguing that 

                                                 
119 In Canada these differences were the justification for titling some ethnic groups ‘visible minorities’, 
a point to which I will return latter.   
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geneticists held an assumption about the biological distinctiveness of Mizrahi groups, 

especially the Yemenis and the Kurds. They were looking for genetic similarities 

among the Mizrahi groups.  It would not be a far fetch to argue that such an 

assumption was based on a racial discourse – the attempt to prove that the Mizrahi 

groups are a separate biological race based on appearance. The same tendency was 

revealed in Bachi’s studies when he was the head of the Hadassah Medical Bureau of 

Statistics.   

The social studies conducted during the 50’s and 60’s were part of the 

mechanisms that established the cultural, social and political subordination of the 

Mizrahim. Being a local version of the melting-pot approach, it was based, as in the 

USA, on the ambition to rid immigrants of older cultural patterns, and prepare them 

for absorption into the new society by re-socializing them. The terms de-socialization 

and re-socialization were used by state agents during the 50’s and were dominant in 

local sociology until the 80’s. The melting-pot approach is identified as the first of 

three generations of epistemology regarding the Mizrahim. The other two are more 

critical approaches - the neo-Marxist and the post-national or post-Zionist approach 

(Hever at. al 2002). In recent years a fourth approach has emerged: a systematic neo-

colonialist theory has been developed in relation to ethnic and national conflicts in 

Israel. Except for the last approach, studies on race and ethnicity made in Israel during 

the 50’ until the 80’s reveals a body of knowledge that was less concerned with 

theorizing “ethnicity” and was more occupied with characterizing the Mizrahim as a 

unique group. The empirical richness of these studies, their scope and ties with 
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different practices carried by agents from different fields as epidemiology and 

hygiene, social workers, anthropologists, sociologist and people who were trained to 

deal with the immigrants during the 50’s, are an indication of the centrality “ethnicity” 

had as an object of study, although, studying the ethnic diversity among Jewish people 

in Palestine was contradictory to official ideology of Zionism. 

 

Indicators of Ethnicity 

Israel and Canada are countries with long and complicated histories of 

immigrants coming from diverse countries of origin. In these countries official 

statistics identify immigrants by country of origin rather than through other 

classifications such as “ethnicity” or “race”, or according to any subjective 

classification of self-identification. But, unlike in Canada, the question of ethnicity in 

Israel-Palestine was contrary to Zionist ideology. The Zionist official position denied 

the salience of ethnicity as an essential factor, and it was “…viewed as a product of 

the long-term dispersal of the Jewish people in the Diaspora” (Goldschieder 2002). 

The return to a homeland means, according to a central Zionist theme that has been 

constantly addressed since the beginning of the 20th century, a creation of the new 

Jew, liberated from the culture and psychology of exile. Therefore, ethnicity of Israeli-

Jews is not their source of identity (ibid). While this ideology was practiced in 

educational institutions and in political and cultural representations, the salient 

presence of ethnicity in Israeli society is an indication of a significant gap between the 

formal position of Zionism and its very own practices. Studying ethnic divisions 
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among the Jewish people in Palestine would be a contradiction to emphasizing the 

external boundaries of the Jewish community, while leaving out of these boundaries 

Palestinians living in Palestine. Defining ethnic groups within this community is to 

accentuate inner divisions rather than inner cohesion and solidarity. 

Bachi echoed the awareness of the need to represent this ideological 

requirement but, at the same time, contradicted it with a scientific observation about 

the natural character of Mizrahim:  

The theoretically beautiful position that ‘we are all Jews 
and we don’t acknowledge the existence of ethnic groups, 
a recognition that brought us to manage our social, 
economic and educational affairs according to unified 
standards for all the ethnic groups, means in many cases: 
neglecting the real needs of these ethnic groups or 
pushing the Mizrahim into directions that don’t fit their 
natural character. (my emphases, AL)120  

 

The expressions “real need” and “natural character” are worth special attention as they 

suggest some kind of co-existence between Zionist ideology and the need to treat 

populations according to scientific examination. In fact, as I have argued earlier in the 

dissertation and will establish in this chapter as well, Bachi was able to integrate 

demographic practices and research and Zionism to one concept “political 

demography”. By including ‘political demography’, he extended the meaning of 

Zionism to a scientific Zionism.  

                                                 
120 Ben Gurion Archives (here and after BGA): The Israel Science Archives:, Roberto Bachi, File 83, 
1944. The memorandum was addressed to D. Ben Gurion, M. Shertok, A. Katzanelson and Haim 
Weitzman, the primary political leadership of the time..  
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  Although Bachi was relatively new in the country, he didn’t view his role as 

that of the scientist who delivers numbers and leaves the analysis of the wider social 

context and policy to other social scientists. His science was very comprehensive and 

included different aspects of the social sciences. In fact, his analysis was 

fundamentally similar to the one that was developed twenty years later, in the 1960s, 

by mainstream sociologists. In an example written before 1948, Bachi reviewed the 

social conditions of the Mizrahim and developed a sociological perspective, which 

became the common one for analyzing the Mizrahim in the Israeli sociology of the 60s 

and 70s121. Thus, it would not be too far-fetched to claim that Bachi’s analysis laid the 

foundation for Israeli sociology’s analysis of the Mizrahim. This comports with the 

argument that the origins of certain developments in nineteenth-century European 

social sciences originated in a particular kind of social project articulated in Bachi’s 

writings. The measurement of the Mizrahim was based on the same rhetoric used in 

the nineteenth-century, to consider Quetelet’s normal distribution an expression of a 

moral measure of the deviance of groups from the normal (Desrosieres 1990). 

Revealing statistical regularities was not only to know “society” but also to permit 

interventions by the “benevolent class”. 

We obtain data about a governed class …and then 
attempt to alter what we guess are relevant conditions of 
that class in order to change the laws of statistics that the 
class obeys. This is the essence of the style of 
government that in the United States is called “liberal”… 
The we who know best change the statistical laws that 
affect them (Hacking 1990, p. 119). 

                                                 
121 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 414, ND. 
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By discovering the statistical laws that govern conditions under which crimes 

and disease appear, statisticians gain a tool for improvement. Since the nineteenth 

century, Hacking claims as other Foucauldian studies, the statistical gaze has focused 

on the “inferior” classes and has constituted them as the object of inquiry; statistical 

observation has functioned as the modern power that subjugates its object of 

intervention. I shall use this way of understanding of the statistical gaze in order to 

show how in the period before the 50s the dichotomist classification of “Mizrahim” 

and Ashkenazim” distinguished Mizrahim from the other Zionist groups. Bachi’s 

sporadic demographic studies in that period, in which he gave a wide social content to 

the category ‘Mizrahi’, were aimed to be a plan for creating a social structure for 

absorbing the coming immigrants.  

 

Reproduction, Family, Hygiene and Education - Lens of Sociological Observation 

What were the barriers faced by the Jewish demographer who wanted to create 

a coherent “Israeli demography”? Was it possible to “measure” a stable and clear 

demographic phenomenon? Were the boundaries of the demographic “object” well 

defined and observable? Bachi had dealt with a phenomenon that its definition and 

coherency were yet to be constructed: 

The irregularity and changing structure of the population; 
heterogeneity of the social structure of the Jewish 
population which renders of little value the use of 
‘general average’ for the entire Yishuv; the luck of any 
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complete census of population after 1931, and the 
consequent necessity of using estimates of population 
which become more and more unreliable with the elapse 
of time122. 

 

This “irregular and changing age of the population” helped to justify and scientifically 

legitimize the gap between Zionism as ideology that emphasized the boundaries of the 

nation and ethnic research that described diversity among Jews. The tension between 

Zionist ideology and the diversity of the emerging new society resulted in a particular 

objective category of ethnicity limited by time: “place of birth” for the first generation 

of Israeli Jews, and place of birth of the father for the second generation (this category 

was supposed to disappear by the third generation) (Goldschieder 2002; see also 

2002a). “Place of birth” reconciled the difference between official Zionist ideology 

that moved toward rejecting classification of ethnicity and Bachi’s perceived 

requirement to study the differences between the Jewish groups. Moreover, taking 

Goldscheider’s analysis relating Israel to Canada further draws our attention to an 

interesting characteristic of categorizing groups in Israel. The category “place of birth” 

does not only solve the contradiction between Zionism and constructing ethnicity, it is 

also a category that replaces “race” for Mizrahim, which are visible minorities. For 

example, posing the question about the ‘natural character’ of the Mizrahim and the 

attempts to define the dimensions that would articulate this nature is the beginning of 

the essentialist discourse about the Mizrahim: their natural tendencies in relation to 

reproduction and culture.   

                                                 
122 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 370, 1946. 
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The indicators that the Jewish demographer used to determine the cultural 

distinctiveness of different groups were language, religious cultural traditions, 

biological traits, geographical location, education, or hygiene. Bachi asked these 

questions and gave answers of his own relying on the traditional divisions within the 

Jewish people that had been institutionalized from the beginning of the 20th century 

(Mizrahim) and earlier (Sephardim and Ashkenazim). While these divisions related 

mostly to religious customs, Bachi gave these categories a wider meaning that referred 

to social, cultural and economic aspects of people’s lives. Bachi transformed these 

dichotomist categories – Ashkenazim and Mizrahim – to everyday commonsense: 

The demographer who studies the problems of the 
population seems to think that the Jewish Yishuv is an 
aggregation of multiple groups that represent the different 
diasporas and different sociological development stages 
of the Jewish nation during the last centuries. Many 
factors cause internal differentiation among these groups: 
Eda, seniority in the country, the social, economic and 
cultural condition, level of religious tradition, political 
view, place of residency in [different forms of 
settlements:] big or small city, colony of pioneers 
(Moshava), cooperative or non-cooperative agricultural 
settlement (Moshav), Kibbutz, exc.123.  

 

In this citation Bachi offered a sociological account of how to identify an 

essential ethnic group. While he claimed that at the beginning of the 1940s, society 

was characterized as composed of very distinct ethnic groups, he also argued that 

                                                 
123  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 49, p.233, 1944 
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toward the end of the decade the Mizrahi family was absorbed 124 into the Ashkenazi 

and Sepharadic family type, which made these families more difficult to investigate, 

trace trends, causes and implications. One indicator though remained distinct to 

Mizrahim: birth rates. With the ambition to describe a coherent statistical object, 

focusing on the natural number of births that a women of each ethnic group can 

achieve would reveal the essence that differentiate a particular group from others. The 

use of the term ‘natural number’ implies that the biological distinctiveness of 

Mizrahim though birth rates was explained by cultural characteristics, as I will show 

shortly. The natural number of birth rates would be revealed if we eliminate any social 

intervention. In other words, it is the cultural tendency of a particular ethnic group 

prior to its transition from one country to the other, as the following analysis shows: 

If fertility among Jews with European descent was “natural”, said Bachi, it was 

possible that a woman could deliver as many as 5 or 6 children. But, statistics showed 

that reality was very far from this prediction, and the average fertility of a European 

woman was 1.7 children125. Bachi introduced an analysis from which the reasons for 

the discrepancy between natural capacity and actual fertility could be derived. The 

first and major factor that he discussed was the age of marriage – while the Mizrahim 

tended to marry at a young age, thus lengthening their years of fertility, European 

women married when older, and hence had fewer potential child-bearing years.  The 

level of urbanization was also a factor that could predict birthrates – there were 

                                                 
124 The Hebrew term Bachi used (Hitbolelut) has a negative connotation since it describes the 
absorption of Jews in the non Jewish Diaspora while absorption in the literature refers more to cultural 
assimilation.  
125 Ibid, p. 235. 
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differences between those living in the city, in a Kibbutz or in an agricultural 

settlement (p. 239). It should be mentioned here that while urbanization was an 

indication of the level of modernization, to follow Bachi, living in a kibbutz meant 

having fewer children because couples were influenced by a strong collective ideology 

that intervened in their private decisions about bearing children126.  

If we examine again the citation above, we can say that these are the most 

important factors a sociologist would use to predict income, education, life style, 

voting patterns or occupation. These would be the most important “independent 

variables” used, except for ‘political views” and “social, economic and cultural 

conditions”. In other words, Bachi’s demographic vision conveyed a sociological 

theory of causality by dividing between independent and dependent variables. The 

dependent variable for Bachi is the “demographic condition”. Although he did not use 

the term “ethnicity”127 in his attempts to define “the demographic condition”, he 

actually referred to cultural distinctiveness128. The independent variables that had an 

effect on the “demographic condition” were Eda and place of origin (of birth). People 

belonging to different Edas would demonstrate different cultural or behavioral patterns 

even if they had the same occupation, lived in the same place or were organized 

through similar structures of community (kibbutz, colony of pioneers or city). Eda and 

place of origin were more substantive and essential traits that also had a biological 

                                                 
126 Ibid, p. 240-42. 
127 ‘Ethnicity’ as a concept that contains a set of known ideas doesn’t appear in any of the documents I 
reviewed written prior to 1948. 
128 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 49, p. 235, 1944 
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distinctiveness in the external appearance and genetically, as was assumed by the 

geneticists in Kirsh’s study (2003).   

One of the central objects of Bachi’s sociological analysis was the Mizrahi 

family, which, as an agent of socialization, had a crucial role in educating the new 

generation, socializing them and making them adjust to the modern society. As an 

agent of socialization, according to Bachi, the family’s occupation was a strong 

indicator to the family’s ability to become part of the new society. Thus, Bachi 

classified the occupations of the Mizrahim and argued that those who immigrated to 

Palestine as adults suffered from instability in the workplace and were unable to hold 

the same occupation. The reason for this instability, according to his economic 

analysis, was the economic structure of the country of origin in addition to the 

absorbing capacity of the Yishuv: the higher the gap the higher the poverty conditions 

to which immigrant fall into. Since the two societies were very different the transition 

was crucial in changing the conditions of the immigrants. The economy in the Arabic 

country was an agricultural autarky, based on personal and patriarchal relations. This 

was in contradiction to the development of the Yishuv as impersonal, capitalist 

economy, based on principles of specialization and maximizing efficiency. The 

discrepancy between the two economies, thus, was the source for many problems of 

Mizrahim’s adjustment and deserved a detailed analysis in order to learn its 

consequences129.   

                                                 
129 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 414, ND. 
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One of the themes that were examined by these demographic accounts is the 

connection between hygiene and sanitary conditions and infant mortality among 

Mizrahim130. This analysis was based on identifying the demographic stage of 

Mizrahim as similar to the stage of the European nations at the beginning of the 

industrial revolution and during the transition to urban economy. Bachi identified 

different stages of demographic development and then applied this teleological 

reasoning on each group under his investigation – Muslims, Jews in Diaspora, 

Mizrahim, Ashkenazim and Sephardim. Generally speaking, claimed Bachi, the first 

stage is the 18th century when scientific progress as well as medical and hygiene 

advancement had still no significant effect on sanitary among the population and level 

of morbidity didn’t decrease. The next stage relates to the 19th century, when the 

scientific advancement and the reorganization of hygiene and medicine caused a 

significant decrease in infant and children mortality. While in the third stage fertility 

starts to decrease for reasons that are not entirely clear, in the forth stage morbidity 

almost stops and fertility drops significantly up to a point that the natural reproduction 

becomes negative, meaning, for every new generation less children are born. How 

does this apply to the groups in Israel-Palestine? 

Bachi’s argument about the need to trace demographic trends was related to 

the actual existence of the Jewish nation in its own country: “It is our will and in our 

capability to create a social structure that will contain the capacity for self-

                                                 
130 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 86, 1942. 
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preservation” 131. The idea that the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine has the "capability to 

create a social structure"132 is interesting since Bachi is thinking of how the social 

structure will emerge out of state policy whereas sociologist usually think of social 

structure as a given, out of which the state arises. This exemplifies my argument about 

the process of state formation. The presence of Jewish groups and their reproduction 

rates create the capacity to build a state. This causality is not imaginary. It was the 

main component of the Zionist ideology. But, at the same time, it added a new 

component: to treat demography not only as technology of knowing but also as 

technology of making the new society.   

The concern about the ability to create a social structure, a new state, was not 

abstract, nor was it focused on the levels of Jewish reproduction; it was mainly about 

the quality of the future generations conditioned by which group would contribute 

more to the demographic growth of the Jewish community in Palestine – Mizrahim or 

Ashkenazim: 

In spite of the rapid movement of Mizrahim’s 
amalgamation in the European groups we cannot 
ignore the fact that the Mizrahi community still 
greatly contribute to the reproduction of the entire 
Yishuv. This contribution facilitates the declining 
of the general [demographic] deficit; but, on the 
other hand, it can also cause a significant change 
in the quality of our community’s composition.  

   

                                                 
131 Ibid.  
132 Ibid. 
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As said earlier, Bachi’s explanation to the increased fertility of Mizrahim was 

that it resulted from a younger age of marriages, shorter interval between each child, 

and, thus, a longer period in which the woman delivers children. This was compared to 

the European woman who was married to a man with white-collar or academic 

profession. Of course, if we bear in mind the analysis of Mizrahim’s conditions as was 

introduced in the former sections, it would become clear that this comparison 

establishes a binary way of thinking about the ethnic composition of the Yishuv, 

before 1948, and the Israeli society, after 1948.  

 The demographic studies conducted at Hadassah’s Central Medical Bureau of 

Statistics laid out expressed the conceptual infrastructure for objectifying the Mizrahi 

category133. These studies were based on dichotomies that mostly place East and West 

in opposition. “Society” is presented as a problem due to its problematic groups; the 

solution to this is to make all aspects of “society” visible through statistics.  They 

offered a technology for making these groups knowable. In a lecture on the 

“demographic problem” a year before the establishment of the state, Bachi delivered 

an interesting analysis – based on eugenics - to an audience of health workers: 

A few years ago, in a time when the Jewish birth rates of 
our community were low, I calculated what the 
demographic consequences would be of the natural 
reproduction of two extreme groups of Mizrahim and 
Ashkenazim. For example, if we compare between 
Austrian and Yemeni women, we would get the 
following: 100 Austrian mothers will have 60 daughters 
…and 100 Yemeni mothers will give birth to 300 
daughters who will take their place in the next 

                                                 
133 CZA: S25/9686, 1948, p. 2. 
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generation. We could calculate what the consequences 
would be of their natural reproduction in the generation 
of their granddaughters — 100 Yemeni women will have 
900 granddaughters, while the Austrians will have only 
33. These are, of course, extreme groups134. 

 

 This paragraph reveals Bachi’s eugenic attitude in that he describes two 

particular groups (Austrian and Mizrahim), but at the same time the text is also 

prescriptive and expresses Bachi’s will to keep the two groups homogeneous and 

separated. Opposing one group to the other as two extreme groups is to set the Great 

Divide between the two pure and opposite types of social groups of Israeli-Jewish 

society. Bachi also implies that statistics and mainly probability have the ability to 

anticipate demographic tendencies and to give a sense of control to a wild growth of 

Mizrahim in the future. Talking about the proliferation of Mizrahim could have been 

reasonable if their ratio in the population was high. It is important, however, to note 

that the ratio of Mizrahim in the population before 1948 was very small. As we can 

clearly see in the appendix of this chapter, between the years 1919 and 1948 they were 

only 10% of the total Jewish immigration, while in the years 1948-1951, the first three 

years of the new state, they increased to 49.9% of Jewish immigrants, and in the years 

1952-1954 the ratio was even higher – 76.4% of total Jewish immigrants. 

 In another text, Bachi argues that the differences between the two ethnic groups 

are more comprehensive than birth rates, and therefore it identifies the Mizrahim as 

the major object of statistical inquiry, as well as of other disciplines. Here is an 

                                                 
134 ISA: RG 94/3558/8, 1947, p. 1. 
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example how the statistical logic operates: 

While Ashkenazim have one bed per person on average, 
the Kurds and Sephardim have one bed for 2.5 persons 
on average. Ashkenazim have on average a window per 
person, the Persians and Curds have one window per four 
persons . . . Sephardim have 54% of good hygiene, while 
Ashkenazim have 98%135. 

 

The same goes with the possession of a bathtub, water, and electricity — 

Mizrahi households were measured in comparison with Ashkenazim. What is 

interesting in this technology of quantification is that the Ashkenazim were not really 

measured. They only signified the relationship between the normal and the deviant. “It 

is clear,” argued Bachi, “that if we want to have any idea of the sociological profile of 

our community in the next few years, we have to have a special interest in the social 

problems of the Oriental Ethnic Group [Edot Hamizrakh], of Mizrahim”136.  

After developing the demographic approach held by Roberto Bachi, the main 

architect of the demographic and statistical practices in Israel and in the period of the 

Yishuv, these categories became solid, well defined and had their own existence – sui 

generis, in Durkheim’s terms. When the first waves of immigrations arrived in 1948 

the definition of Mizrahi — Jews originating from Muslim countries — was already at 

the stage of its institutionalization, which disguised the plurality of the groups that 

were included within this category; people were classified as Mizrahim even though 

they immigrated from such different countries as Bulgaria, Turkey, Syria, Morocco, 

                                                 
135 Ibid, p.4 
136 ibid, p.5. 
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Greece, Iraq, Iran, part of Yugoslavia, etc., in which the similarity in neither language 

nor religion of the country of origin were the reason for this statistical category. The 

year 1948 is the beginning of a stage in which the category Mizrahim became an a-

historical category and a solid social, political, and cultural phenomenon. Despite the 

fact that the mass immigration from Arab countries hadn’t arrived yet, the 

epistemology was already established and shaped the way these immigrants were 

absorbed in the new state. 

  Needles to say the Mizrahim category does not only have a statistical 

manifestation. Recent critical studies of Israeli society discuss how various disciplines 

such as sociology, anthropology, geography, and even literature have constructed 

Mizrahim not only as an essential phenomenon, but also as “the” problem of Israeli 

society137. Without these different manifestations, this category would not have been 

objectified, institutionalized, or been codified as a-historical. My argument here is not, 

therefore, about causality. At the same time, the statistical inquiry of Mizrahim as a 

unified group already at the beginning of the 1940s was one of the earliest 

manifestations of defining them as a problem and providing the technology for doing 

so. 

 

                                                 
137 For an extensive discussion of the subject See Hever, Shenhav, and Mutzafi -Haller (2002); Shenhav 

(2003). 
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“Versus the Only Child” – Reproduction and Nation-State Building 

 Studies have shown that the state of Israel had developed policies to 

encourage Jewish reproduction based on the concern that Israel, as a new state, was 

confronting a unique situation. In the period prior to 1948, the year the state of Israel 

was established, the Palestinian population had increased birth rates while the Jewish 

population demonstrated a clear decrease of reproduction. These demographic trends 

were perceived as a threat on the political goal of the Zionist leaders to establish a 

Jewish state with Jewish majority. The question of the demographic balance was 

mostly related in the literature to the conflict with the Palestinians although the 

policies that were suggested after the establishment of the state were analyzed recently 

also as part of the attempt to “ethnicize” the Mizrahi female body and not only as part 

of the national conflict with Palestinians (Melamed 2003). Melamed’s periodization, 

however, overlooks the fact that these plans for welfare policies started already at the 

end of the 1930s. This part of the chapter will introduce the process of making the 

Jewish reproduction from neglected to a well-discussed theme that was put on the 

political agenda of the Zionist settlement, the Yishuv.  

In 1944 Bachi met with Ben Gurion, who would be the first prime minister of 

Israel. The purpose of the meeting was to give an account on the decline of birth rates 

of the Jewish community of the Yishuv and in the Diaspora, as well as the level of 

birth rates among Palestinians. Ben Gurion seemed to be interested, although not fully 
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aware of the problem138, and promised to take care of the issue, and to bring it to the 

executive body of the Jewish Agency139. Following this meeting Bachi wrote a report 

The Demographic Development of Jews and Arabs in the Land of Israel and sent it to 

Ben Gurion with a copy to the most important Zionist leaders of the Yishuv: Kaplan, 

Shertok, Katzanelson, and Weitzman. Weizman, for example, would be the first 

president of the Israeli state in 1948140. Bachi thought that the existence of the Jewish 

nation was conditioned by high birth rates but this idea was not solid enough among 

Zionist leaders. He set a goal to alert the Yishuv community to this subject and to 

make it part of the Zionist ideology through working at two levels: to make the 

endurance of the nation part of every Jewish individual’s concern as well as to 

construct social policies to strengthen the Jewish community. Therefore, he though, 

the Zionist organizations should be engaged in social policies of welfare as an 

incentive to increase the Jewish reproduction141. The term “political demography”, 

which he coined, was to emphasize the existential implications on top of the political 

consequences of what he saw in the demographic prognosis of decreased Jewish 

reproduction142. His rhetoric was of a prophet who connected the demographic 

situation with the survival of the Zionist project and warned the public and its leaders 

from a potential disaster: 

…if a fundamental change will not take place in the 
demographic process, the existence of our nation in 

                                                 
138 Ben Gurion was constantly concerned about the demographic ratio between Jews and Palestinians in 
Palestine, but he wasn’t aware of the internal immigration trends. 
139 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 84, 1944. 
140 Ibid.  
141 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 466, ND. 
142 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 370, ND. 
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Palestine is in a great danger. Indeed, the land of Israel 
absorbed immigration in the past and is going to absorb 
mass immigration in the future but the critical point of 
the revival of our nation in this land should be through 
natural reproduction (i.e., the inner immigration) … if we 
want that the valuable [Zionist] projects, which were 
created with great efforts in the last 60 years, will remain 
in loyal hands, we should protect the future of our Yishuv 
by sufficient reproductive rates143. 

 

Only the reproductive capacity of the Yishuv would strengthen the 

determination of the nation to pursue its goals, argued Bachi, and will make sure that 

the building of the nation-state will continue. Therefore, reproduction is not a private 

matter. It is a political task that should be managed by the Zionist ideology: 

How to improve the current demographic condition? 
Some think that the fertility rates is a private matter and if 
the individual has no interest to carry the burden of a 
family there is no need to change the situation [the 
individual’s position] with moral propaganda… I think 
differently. Indeed, I don’t believe that a sudden 
revolution in fertility rates can happen only as a result of 
propaganda, but it seems that in a country that was built 
mainly on the foundation of a pioneering efforts of those 
who scarified themselves for the revival of the nation in 
its land, we are prohibited to be skeptical and think that 
society has no ability to influence the individual144. 

 

Moreover, he asserted, objections against the intervention of “society” in 

matters that belong to the private sphere as reproduction were similar to those heard 

100 years ago against state regulations concerning employer-employee relations or 

                                                 
143 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 694, 1942. 
144 Ibid. 
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when “society” started to intervene in families’ life for the sake of public hygiene: 

“Yes, society has the option and the right to intervene in the question of reproduction 

to prevent the anarchic deed of the individual, which will likely destroy the 

construction of our country that was built with tremendous efforts”145. Interestingly, 

Bachi spoke about the intervention of society and not of the state or pre-state 

institutions. The demand for delivering more children began as a translation of data 

into social and ideological imperative rather than something that would be forced by 

the state. Yet, Bachi also suggested policies that were aimed to transform this 

imperative, once it would be widely accepted by the Jewish public, to institutionalized 

practices through legislation and regulations of the pre-state Zionist institutions. The 

demographic reproduction turned into a political task also via day care, tax credits for 

children and child support.  

Ben Gurion may be the most well known spokesperson for constructing the 

female body as a national womb. Yet, the documents in the years before 1948 show 

that Bachi informed Ben Gurion with data regarding this issue. In 1943 Ben Gurion 

was stunned to find out that in the heart of the Zionist movement – in the kibbutzim146 

– the birth rates are very low.  During a discussion on a severe shortage of labor force 

in the kibbutzim, held at a meeting of his political party, he gave a speech in which he 

cited the “experts” who charged him with data about Jewish birth rates, and claimed 

very enthusiastically, with his known charisma, the following collectivist argument:  

                                                 
145 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 86, 1942. 
146 Kibbutz in plural. 
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…We need to demand from the female and male 
members [of the kibbutzim] to fulfill a minimum quota of 
children. I don’t suggest legalizing it in the Histadrut 
constitution. The most important, significant and difficult 
things we have been doing ever, and that we are still 
doing, are not written in any article of a constitution – but 
with our moral and ideological consciousness we demand 
ourselves to do them… Every couple needs to know and 
feel that if they don’t fulfill this norm, they haven’t made 
their duty to themselves, to society, to the nation, to the 
movement and to the new life we would like to create 
here147. 

 

Ben Gurion’s speech is not about reproduction of the whole nation; it is only 

about the kibbutzim population, a closed and homogeneous ethnic and political group. 

In those years the Kibbutzim population was the local elite; groups of Zionist pioneers 

who arrived from Eastern Europe at the beginning of the 20th century to fulfill the 

Zionist project - “to build the country”. The next part of his speech makes this 

information important: 

We can’t always get assistance from other mothers. We 
will not act in the same way as the voracious capitalist 
that hires for himself a stomach of a beggar to digest the 
delights he greedily and continuously eat. We will not 
hire or “draft” other mothers that will nurture their 
children in anguish so that we will use them to root out 
potatoes from our gardens148.   

 

This part of the speech reveals Ben Gurion’s position regarding reproduction. 

In his speech, Ben Gurion was referring to Bachi’ study on the patterns of marriage 

                                                 
147 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 68, 1943. 
148 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 68, 1943. see also, Ha’aretz 28.3.1943. 
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and reproduction among different groups of the Yishuv149. In that study Bachi 

acknowledged the differences in birth rates between “Mizrahim” and “Ashkenazim”. 

It was Bachi, and not Ben Gurion, who used an ethnic dichotomy. Ben Gurion had a 

different view of the human composition of the Yishuv. For him the Kibbutzim 

population was his own group, which did not need to be ethnically categorized under 

the dichotomist category of “Ashkenazim” as a reflection of Mizrahim. For him, they 

were male and female members (“Haverim” and “Haverot”) of the “group”, the 

original name for Kibbutz, and Mizrahi mothers were “other mothers” that had a 

higher quantitative potential of delivering children but, they were members of neither 

the Zionist movement nor part of the Zionist settlements and therefore, their children 

would not be the desirable future generation. We plan to live here more than ten or 

twenty years, asserted Ben Gurion, “We are not refugees; we have no intention to go 

back after the war [WWII] to Germany or to ‘liberated’ Poland, even not to Soviet 

Russia…[therefore], we require Youth of our own, children of guys and girls of our 

groups…”150. Clearly, the “we” is nothing else than pioneers who emigrated from 

eastern and central Europe. Yemen or Kurdistan people were not part of the “we”. 

In spite of Ben Gurion’s enthusiasm to speak about the subject in a closed 

political meeting, in 1944 the necessity to extend this imperative to the entire Yishuv 

was still not an urgent need. Although Ben Gurion did not express it directly, the 

question of the qualitative reproduction balance (between the kibbutzim population 

and the Mizrahim) was a matter that was addressed in that meeting that took place 

                                                 
149 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 49, 1944 
150 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 68, 1943. see also, Ha’aretz 28.3.1943. 
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between Ben Gurion and Bachi,151. Ben Gurion asked Bachi to write a report with 

details about the causes for the decrease of birth rates and the means to encourage 

reproduction. He promised to put this issue on the agenda of the Jewish Agency’s 

executive body and to find out ways of compensating families for every additional 

child that would be born. Nevertheless, he refused to participate in a conference, 

intended to encourage reproduction, because he did not want to be directly associated 

with this subject or to be addressed by favor requests. He also had doubts as to his 

ability “…to do something for the sake of the important matter that is so closed to 

your [Bachi’s] heart.”152. Hence, we can see that the idea and the initiative to 

politicizing and policizing reproduction was not Ben Gurion’s at all.  

One might raise the question about the role of one scientist in establishing the 

epistemology (regarding Mizrahim) and in shaping the Yishuv’s agenda and practices 

about birth rates: How central can one person be to the shape of the boundaries of the 

Israeli society with his demographic studies and practices? The documents supply 

evidence to the impact he had on creating the demographic agenda of the Yishuv. 

Bachi initiated most of the campaign for increasing reproduction through a committee 

titled “The Committee for Encouraging Internal Reproduction”. But the various 

practices such as lectures and articles were his, all conducted prior to 1948. He 

delivered his idea of increasing the number of children for each family, titled Versus 

the “Only Child”, to many forums; he attended numerous meetings of different 

                                                 
151 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 83, 1944. 
152BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 79, 1944; my emphasis. 
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committees, some with top leaders of the Yishuv153; conferred with delegations and 

addressed the issue in meetings of communal settlements. We can find evidence for 

his centrality in an essay written in February 1944 by Dorothy Kahn Bar-Adon (an 

active Zionist in the Yishuv) for Hadassah about Bachi. The poetically written 

document described Bachi’s enterprise and portrayed him as a one-track pioneer mind 

that was the moving spirit of the increased “internal” immigration campaign: 

While still a young man…he became deeply interested in, 
and disturbed by, the declining Jewish Birth Rate. 
Despite a wide interest in other fields, he has continued 
to regard as his primary work the bringing of facts and 
figures to public attention – and insuring that something 
was done about it. ‘For some years, I talked to the wall.’ 
says Professor Bachi, the energetic, dark-eyed Italian 
who lives in a world of graphs, tables, and statistical 
maps. Then, the idea caught on, was taken up by the 
Vaad Leumi [National Committee] and action began to 
be taken to find ways and means of increasing the birth 
rates. He is no longer talking to the wall, but to a 
substantial slice of the Yishuv. In some respect he is one 
of the men “of the hour”, his name and his “mishugas” 
[crazy, in Hebrew] sky-rocketing with an almost 
American virility154. 

 

The enormous efforts Bachi invested in making this subject an urgent agenda 

were at first without any impact: “Naturally” she continued, “the pressing need for 

rescuing refugees from the Nazi clutches to the Palestinian haven, had a more 

dramatic appeal than dry graphs showing the need for healthy Palestinian immigrants 

                                                 
153 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 79’ 1944. 
154  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 606, 1944. 
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[internal immigration of Jews who live in Palestine]”155. Eventually these efforts were 

successful and the writer highlighted some scenes of the social and cultural life of the 

Yishuv in order to argue that as a result of his campaign, delivering Jewish children 

became a well-addressed theme in the newspapers, theatres and public discussions. As 

an example of how deeply this idea penetrated to the Jewish community, the writer 

cited a female member of one of the kibbutzim who said in 1944: “Babies. Everyone 

is having babies… We’ve stopped taking anything into account. We don’t dare. The 

Vaad Leumi [National Committee] edict – it’s in the air”156. The National Committee 

was central to the political life of the Yishuv and functioned as the official 

representative of the national institutions, the nation and the collective, for every 

encounter with the British Mandate157. 

An interesting aspect of Bachi’s campaign are the public trials he initiated in 

the three major cities: Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and Haifa. Conducted with the 

participation of the National Committee these trials were aimed to provoke the public 

opinion about the decreased reproduction rates158. In the center of the trial was an 

only-child woman who was accused of four crimes: 1. Having an abortion due to 

economic considerations; 2. Endangering the existence of the future of Jewish nation 

in general; 3. Putting at risk the existence of the Yishuv and, 4. Damaging their only 

child by making him lonely. The trial encapsulates the different themes of this chapter. 

The first witness, who gave a very long expert testimony, was none other than Bachi. 

                                                 
155 Ibid. 
156 Ibid. 
157 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 68, 1944 
158 Ibid.  
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He raised two major arguments in his testimony. First, internal immigration is 

preferred upon Aliya, external immigration, since the source of such immigration 

would be from Asia and Africa, which put in question the quality of the next 

generation of the Yishuv. The second argument Bachi made was about the 

demographic balance between the two nations – not only that our “neighbors” have 

higher reproduction rates but that in the last few years their mortality rates are lower. 

This strengthens the threat of the demographic balance between Jews and Arabs. 

Bachi’s testimony is described in 8 pages but he wasn’t the only expert witness. Two 

pediatricians, one economist, one rabbi, a housing clerk, a teacher, and, of course, the 

accused parents participated as well. This trial was widely reported in the Hebrew 

newspapers of the time.   

Talking about demographic revival of the nation in its primordial land was not 

the only vision Bachi had. He also strove to institutionalize state practices of 

encouraging young mothers to be reproductive. In 1948, several years after he started 

his campaign, his vision as to the state’s role in encouraging reproduction was phrased 

nicely and can shed light on his actions since the beginning of the 40’s: 

In order to establish a reproduction regime we need to 
put the care for increased reproduction and multiple-
children families as a corner stone in the Zionist policy. 
This is an enduring role of the state and of our central and 
local organizations159. 

 

                                                 
159  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File  466, ND; my emphasis. 
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Equipped with this understanding, Bachi recruited The National Committee of 

the Yishuv to be a supporter and made it the main institutional force toward endorsing 

reproduction160. This committee was the formal government of the Yishuv and was 

recognized as such by the British Mandate. Although the Committee’s status in the 

Yishuv was weaker than the Jewish Agency, it functioned as the official regulatory 

body of the Yishuv, which took care of education, health, welfare and religious affairs. 

At the end of 1944 Bachi submitted to the committee a general plan with suggestions 

for “political demography”161. A year later the committee published a summary of its 

activities, in which it claimed that Bachi was the one who continuously drew Ben 

Gurion’s attention to the subject and, probably after 1945, the committee published its 

social program titled “The Politics of Endorsing Internal Immigration”. The program’s 

purpose was to invigorate the Yishuv for more reproduction. It was based on three of 

his publications162 and on several memoranda that he wrote during his work with the 

committee, one of which detailed the policy that should be taken by the Zionist 

organization163. The program included several steps: 

His first suggestion was to establish a trust fund that would help families with 

multiple children. The second suggestion was to increase workers’ salary for every 

child that would be born. The mechanism for allocating money was interesting: it 

would not be given directly through the job-place to each worker that would become a 

parent; rather, a special institution would tax workers, regardless their marital status, 

                                                 
160 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 79, 1944. 
161 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 73, 1944. 
162 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 466, 1946.  
163 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 370, ND. 
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as well as employers, and will collect this money as insurance for the time the worker 

would be a parent. In addition, the Zionist organizations would add their own money 

to strengthen this resource. When workers create their family they would be eligible 

for child financial support. This suggestion was legalized after 1948 and existed until 

few years ago as one of the social welfare institutions in Israel164. The third suggestion 

was to help families with multiple children in different ways: to prefer the father of 

such a family in processes of getting jobs and financial loans; to reduce payments for 

social, educational and health services; to cancel tuition for elementary school in 

families with three children and more. These families would be eligible for public 

housing and financial support to pay their mortgage. Employers would have to create a 

half-time job for women with multiple children. Also, hospitals would send mothers 

after labor to special health-resorts for a week or two. The committee’s plan included 

budget as well. This comprehensive social program would be later the basis for the 

social welfare policy of Israel.  

 

The “Demographic Balance”   

Although the literature on the Israeli society has discussed ethnicity and 

nationality as two separate themes that are hardly connected, Bachi’s demography 

juxtaposed Mizrahim with Palestinians. In this section I would like to talk about this 

juxtaposition as it was articulated in the concern about the “demographic balance” 

during the late 1930s and the 1940s, a concern that was related to the ethnic 

                                                 
164 BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 466, ND. 
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composition of the Yishuv, as well as to the national conflict with Palestinians. The 

major conflict of the Israeli society – between Jews and Palestinians – was shaped 

during the 1936-1939 riots and the big Palestinian strike and this period is considered 

to be the emergence of the Palestinian national movement (Shafir and Peled; Shafir 

2000). At the same time, the Jewish leadership of the Yishuv saw the conflict through 

demographic lens and was obsessed with the option of being “the majority” in 

Palestine, as Shafir put it: “A typical expression of its pivotal place is Ben-Gurion's 

conclusion that: ‘the real, [that is,] the political, opposition, between us and the Arabs 

is that we both want to be the majority.’" (Shafir 2000). Shafir identifies three distinct 

approaches within Zionism: the bi-nationalist approach, which accepted the existence 

of Palestinians in the country and, as a result of the Palestinian strike, acknowledged 

the need to limit the Jewish immigration in order not to provoke additional conflicts. 

This unpopular approach was based on demographic consideration and strove to create 

balance between the two national groups. Haim Weitzman, the president of the Jewish 

confederation, and the one who would be the first president of the Israeli state, was the 

main supporter of this moderate approach. The separatist approach was for dividing 

the country into two parts and the supremacist approach was to create Jewish majority 

in the country. The last approach, held mainly by Ben Gurion, was the ideological 

foundation to the policy of “population exchanges” as had happened in 1948 war. The 

difference between the three approaches, argues Shafir,  

… is more directly traceable to their adherents' views on 
the problem of "majority" than to any other question. 
Maybe the time has come to modify the customary, and 
by now obviously ossified, approach of analyzing Israeli 
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actions and views in ideological terms with a more 
appropriate, and certainly more honest, perspective 
emphasizing Israeli concern with demography (Shafir 
2000). 

 

The Labor movement saw the Palestinian-Jewish conflict from the viewpoint 

of a demographic problem. This point of view referred to Palestinians as individuals, 

as quantity, and not as a nation. Dealing with the ‘demographic balance” or threat, or 

competition, meant denationalized Palestinians - Jews possessed national, and 

Palestinians individual, rights (Shafir 2000, ibid). This point of view is taken until 

today in relation to Israeli Palestinians. Citizens of the Palestinian Authority are a 

threat as a group, as an organic society, while Palestinians within the Israeli territories 

are treated through the lens of numerical quantity.  

As this chapter tries to establish, Bachi was part of this discussion, though in a 

later period. He offered a conceptual framework for thinking about the alternative 

solutions to the demographic problem. He scienticized the subject of ‘demographic 

balance’ in a new way by characterizing the ethnic and national groups in Palestine 

according to different stages of development. Palestinians, according to his analysis, 

were in a stage where they suffer less from infant mortality but, at the same time, their 

birth rates did not drop as had happened with European groups in the 19th century: 

“Prevailing primitive ways of life, associated in many cases with a strong desire for 

children, bring fertility to a very high level”165. This explains the reason for this 

imbalanced phenomenon. The increased rates of fertility, for instance, were not only 

                                                 
165  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 370, 1946; confidential document. 
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higher than European populations during the 19th century, argued Bachi, but also 

higher than those of other Muslim populations. Thus, his prediction was that the 

Muslim population would reach a million and a half by 1960. Bachi also mapped the 

geographical areas in which the demographic growth was higher than the average. At 

the time of writing these predictions, in 1946, the Jewish population was 600,000166, a 

third of the total population in Palestine. The natural tendency of the two groups 

worked against the development of the Yishuv toward being an independent Jewish 

state and the numerical predictions expressed political pessimism:  

According to the current demographic situation, 1000 
Jews that enter to the fertility age will have 1065.5 
children; those will eventually reach the age of fertility 
too. At the same time, 1000 Muslims will give birth to 
2287 children with reproductive capability. In other 
words, fertility of Jews is sufficient only to cover Jewish 
mortality, while fertility of Muslims in Palestine doubles 
their number in 2.3 in a short period of one generation167.    

 

Bachi perceived the demographic balance as a competition between the two 

nations, which would be resolved either by Jewish mass immigration or by lowering 

the Arab’s reproductive capacity. Bachi thought that the success depended on the 

question - what would the Zionist leadership be willing to do in order to change this 

balance in favor of Jews168.   

It is clear that Bachi connected demography with planning the future state. 

Adding to his intensive involvement in committees, meetings, public trials, lectures, 

                                                 
166 Ibid. 
167  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 73, ND. 
168  BGA: The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, File 370, 1946. 
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radio broadcasts and other public performances in the matter of Jewish internal 

immigration, his opinion about the political consequences of the balance between the 

two national groups is another evidence to the argument that Bachi viewed 

demography as inseparable part from process of nation building and state formation:  

The numerical balance between Jews and non-
Jews is influenced not only by the size of future 
immigration, but to a very considerable extent, by 
the reproductive capacity of the Arab and Jewish 
population. For the time being, there is a very big 
difference between the size of the Arab and 
Jewish family and the “true” rate of natural 
increase of the two populations. A wise and firm 
Jewish demographic policy may prevent this 
difference from becoming larger in the future and 
may even reduce it… It would, however, be 
blindness on the part of the Zionist movement, 
not to see the consequences of the fact that, within 
the same political framework there are at present 
two populations – the larger group, which has an 
increased natural rate of reproduction, has far 
exceeds the smaller group [with low rates of 
reproduction]169. 

 

I read the last section of Bachi’s document, titled "political conclusions", in 

which he analyzed the state of reproduction rates among Jews and Arabs, as a guide 

for state building based on scientific predictions of the nature of state that might 

succeed in decreasing the problem of demographic balance and other alternatives that 

might not170. He suggested several solutions, which are similar to those Shafir has 

identified in the general Zionist approaches of the period. Nevertheless, the 

                                                 
169 Ibid. 
170 Ibid. 
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approaches Shafir introduces were not out-loud-spoken alternatives that were 

coherently and overtly reflected in public discussions. These approaches were 

positions of different terrains within Zionism that were revealed by Shafir’s 

sociological account. Bachi’s document, however, which put these alternatives 

explicitly on paper, is unique in its ability to articulate the various political solutions to 

the demographic balance problem. It would not be, therefore, a far fetched idea to 

argue that Bachi did not only reflect these options but was one of the leaders that put 

them on the agenda. The details of his suggestions strengthen this argument as well as 

the theoretical idea of the co-constitution of science and the nation-state.  

The first option is to establish a bi-national constitution. Meaning, a 

confederation that would give both peoples the same rights, regardless of being from 

the minority or majority group. Given the fact that Jews are more advanced from an 

economic, social, and cultural point of view, added Bachi, it would prevent them from 

developing a ‘minority complex’ as a result of their numerical inferiority. This option 

suggests avoiding the struggle for numerical superiority by increasing external 

immigration. The second suggestion was even more extreme in terms of the options 

that were conceived as legitimate in those days: A Palestinian democratic state of Jews 

and Arabs. The state would become Jewish when Jews reached the majority. Bachi, 

however, disapproved of this alternative and thought that the free play of birth rates 

would not work in the interest of Jews. The future Jewish state would need at least 

1,000,000 external immigrants to obtain a Jewish majority, though even this would be 

by a narrow margin, and probably for a short time only.  
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Therefore, he came up with a third suggestion to make a Jewish majority in 

Palestine a certain and grounded fact: the partition of the country. His plan included 

far-reaching steps: Since the aim of Zionism would be to create a Jewish State, with a 

substantial Jewish majority, and since neither suggestions were acceptable then, 

suggested Bachi, it would be clear that only a partition plan could solve the political 

problem, yet, it had to be under three conditions  

(i) that it takes out from the future Jewish State a 
substantial part of the Arab population; (ii) that 
the present process of attracting the surplus of the 
Arab population from the internal hills to the 
coastal plain (Jewish State) is interrupted, and 
that the surplus of the Arab population in the 
internal hills is encouraged to settle in other 
regions; (iii) that a “reserve” of land for the future 
development of the Jewish population is kept as 
far as possible in regions where the Arab 
population is not dense (e.g. the Negev [the 
southern desert of Palestine] or part of the Jordan 
valley, etc.) [Emphases are mine]171 

 

The last part of Bachi’s program is a political plan of ethnic cleansing; a 

purification of the country from Palestinians. But while Bachi’s main concern in this 

document is the proliferation of the Palestinian population, the areas Bachi mentioned 

as potential territory for settling the future of Jewish immigration (especially from 

Muslim countries) were geographically removed from the center of the country. 

Almost a decade after this document was written, the Mizrahim were settled in these 

                                                 
171  Ibid. 
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underdeveloped areas, in the geographical margins of Israel, which created the 

political, social and economic periphery of the country.  

Additional evidence for the claim that this program was not only on 

Palestinians but also on the future immigration of Mizrahim was the fact that the 

supremacist solution was conditioned by a fourth recommendation: Bachi 

recommended paying attention to the “oriental” communities of the Yishuv since their 

numerical ratio was about to increase. But this attention “…should follow organic 

principles. It should not choose the way of philanthropy or social assistance, but that 

of social reconstruction, in order to eliminate the vicious circle of chronic poverty 

renewing itself generation after generation.”172.  

Political demography, hence, wasn’t just a technology of governing and 

“architecturing” society. It was the very basic science for planning the new state and 

establishing social policy of the state toward the population. Few years later, after 

1948, ‘political demography’ was explicitly translated by Zionist leaders to the notion 

of seeing the Jewish woman as the ‘national womb’. It was directly associated in 

public with concerns about the demographic numerical ratio between Jewish members 

of the Yishuv and Palestinians leaving in Palestine, yet the Versus the Only Child 

campaign showed that the context was wider and included the quality of birth rates 

among different populations. This national concern about Palestinians had a more 

vocal presence in 1948 and facilitated extensive practices toward Palestinians, as their 

exclusion from citizenship through the first census. But, as I have been shown, 

                                                 
172  Ibid. 
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political demography had dealt with two inseparable themes – encouraging internal 

immigration of Jews as part of nation building and keeping Palestinians a minority, as 

part of state building.  

 

Discussion 

There are two points I want to highlight in the discussion. First is that during 

my work on the archival documents and in my attempt to understand Bachi’s project 

in a more general context, one of the things that drew my attention was the fact that I 

could not separate between sociology and demography in his work. Was he a 

demographer who used sociological tools and looked at sociological objects? Was his 

ambition to influence and the give Ben Gurion the right advice pushed him to discuss 

wider phenomena than what demography defines as part of its discipline?  Or, 

although sociology in Europe and the USA was already an institutionalized discipline, 

we witness the same process as had happened in Europe at the day of the birth of 

sociology when sociology and demography were inseparable. The period we are 

dealing with in this chapter is about 100 years after this development occurred in 

Europe which brings me to think that the practice of defining “society”, constructing 

its boundaries, internal divisions, dichotomies, its “others” and of course, its social 

institutions, is a stage where demography is the main tool to be used. Demography at 

this stage cannot be separated from sociology. It is the science of population 

dynamics. Since the discipline “demography” is not detached from social practices 

and even state practices, the two disciplines at the beginning of their development are 
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indistinguishable. In the concluding chapter of the dissertation I will devote a separate 

discussion about constituting “society” and an object of inquiry, a practice that 

historically the two disciplines were involved as one practice of producing knowledge.  

The second point I want to make is relating to the significance of Bachi’s plan 

for the new state, considering the reproductive capacity of Jews and Arabs. Some 

sociologists and historians of the Israeli society view the period after the Palestinians’ 

Intifada during 1936 and 1939 as a formative period in relation to the Zionist 

movement’s position toward the presence of Palestinian in the country (Shafir 2001). 

The Zionist leaders were debating with the question what would be the nature of the 

state that is being formed in Palestine – a bi-nationalist state or a Jewish state with 

dominancy over territories in Palestine? Ben Gurion led the second position – Jewish 

supremacy - while Haim Weizmann, the president of the Zionist Organization, was for 

accepting the numerical ratio between Jews and Palestinians, in which Palestinians 

would keep their numerical majority. The implication of Ben Gurion’s position was to 

maintain, and even deepen the national conflict while Weitzman’s position was led by 

the tendency to moderate and even resolve the conflict between the two nations. 

Weitzman, argues Shafir, lost his influence due to his unpopular position to maintain 

Palestinians in the majority, and was excluded from positions of power. He was 

offered the first presidentship of Israel, a symbolic position that has no power in the 

political system. We cannot determine whether Bachi was the one who influenced Ben 

Gurion to choose the more militant position. We can also say that Bachi wasn’t a first-

class Zionist leader at the pre-state period, however, his views and demographic input 
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were accepted as an authority and persuaded Ben Gurion to lead a pro-natal policy, as 

well as encouraging him to pay a close attention to the Jewish numerical ration in 

Palestine and later in, Israel. Bachi’s documents should be read on that backdrop and 

as historical evidence that reveals the objective possibility that existed in those days – 

to accept an equal ratio between Jew and Palestinians, which meant a bi-national state, 

or to fight for demographic dominancy. 
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Appendix: Immigrants, by Period of Immigration and Last  

Continent of Residence
173

 

Period  

of 

immi- 

gration 

 

Total Asia Africa Eur- 

ope 

 
 

Am-

erica 

and 

Oce-

ania 

 

Not 

known 

Asia-

Africa 

% of 

total
174

 

Eur- 

Am 

% of 

total
175

 

 
1919- 
1948176 
 
 

 
482,857 

 
40,895 

 
4,041 

 
377,381 

 
7,754 

 
52,786 

 
10.4 

 
89.6 

 
1932- 
1938 
 

 
197,235 

 
16,272 
 

 
1,212 

 
171,173 

 
4,589 

 
3,989 

 
9.0 

 
91.0 

 
1939- 
1945 
 

 
81,808 

 
13,116 

 
1,072 

 
62,968 

 
108 

 
4,544 

 
18.4 

 
81.8 

 
1946- 
1948 
 

 
56,467 

 
1,144 

 
906 

 
48,451 

 
138 

 
5,826 

 
4.0 

 
98.0 

 
1948177- 
1951 
 

 
687,624 

 
237,352 

 
93,951 

 
326,786 

 
5,140 

 
24,395 

 
49.9 

 
50.1 

 
1952- 
1954 
 

 
54,676 
 
 
 

 
13,238 

 
27,897 

 
9,748 

 
2,971 

 
822 

 
76.4 

 
23.4 

 

                                                 
173 Based on: CBS, Statistical Abstract of Israel 2007 
174 The formal classification of Mizrahim 
175 The formal classification of Ashkenazim 
176 Before the establishment of the state of Israel 
177 After the establishment of the state of Israel  
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CHAPTER 6  

NATIONAL REGISTRATION, CENSUS AND CITIZENSHIP
178 

 

Introduction 

The chapter deals with the first census conducted in Israel in 1948 under 

conditions of curfew. The chapter presents two aspects of crafting the census. In the 

first part titled The Central Bureau of Statistics: Practicing science, administrating the 

state, I introduce statisticians’ involvement in planning the census and initiating some 

of its important characteristics. These characteristics had implication especially on the 

Palestinian population who was excluded from getting citizenship. Statisticians were 

aware of these implications and did not see in it any contradiction with their role as 

scientists. On a contrary, they provided technology for making Palestinians’ expulsion 

and the appropriation of their lands legitimate. Following the evidence that is 

presented in this part one might argue that statisticians served as a tool in the hands of 

the state. The second part of the chapter under the title Negotiating Methods presents 

an aspect of statisticians’ work that will make it harder to assert such an instrumental

                                                 
178 This chapter is based on a research I have conducted in my MA thesis, which was published as an 
article coauthored with Daniel Breslau: 2005, “The Uncounted: Citizenship and Exclusion in the Israeli 
Census of 1948.” Ethnic and Racial Studies; 28(5) pp. 880-902. I thank Daniel for allowing me to use 
the empirical parts of the article in this chapter. The chapter is also based on additional research I have 
recently conducted and was published in the following paper: 2007  Establishing Scientific Authority – 
Citizenship and the First Census of Israel”, in, Brunner, Jose, (ed). Tel Aviver Jahrbuch fuer deutsche 

Geschichte XXXV, Wallstein Verlag, Goettingen, (Tel Aviv Yearbook for German History, (pp. 221-
236)).   
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argument. In this part I show that the final format of the census was a result of 

negotiation between statisticians, mainly Bachi, and a body of the military government 

(that was established right after the independence war, to govern the Palestinian 

population). The interaction between the two groups represented two different worlds 

of practice – statisticians were speaking in the name of science and aimed to create a 

coherent statistical object as the “population” while the committee members were 

speaking in the name of the power institutions of the state. Yet the “state” was not 

separate from statisticians. It was formed and shaped through their dual role. This 

portrays rather a complex picture of the relationships between statisticians and the 

“state”. This complexity establishes the argument about the co-constitutive 

relationships between science and the “state”. The first census demonstrated 

constitutive governmentality which means that statisticians’ practices of consolidating 

statistical and demographic objects constituted the boundaries of the Israeli society.  

In 1948, the newly established Jewish state was at war with both the local Arab 

population of Palestine – the Palestinians – and the neighboring Arab countries. It was 

a year marked by demographic upheaval: while the Jewish community in Palestine 

comprised less than a third of the total population toward the end of the British 

Mandate, beginning in December 1947, many Palestinians either fled or were driven 

from their homes, leaving the country with a Jewish majority – some 85% of the total 

population. Yet while this numeric balance was considered one of the achievements of 

the war, the military and political leadership of the new state feared that Palestinians 

who had fled to the surrounding countries might return to Israeli territory, reversing 
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the demographic trend. Despite international pressure to repatriate a large number of 

refugees, Israel was determined to prevent the Palestinian returnees from reoccupying 

their former homes and lands. To this end, the government took several steps under 

the banner of a “war on infiltration,” including razing some of the Arab villages that 

had been abandoned since the war, while quickly moving to resettle Jewish 

immigrants on the sites of others. Based on the Emergency Regulations formulated in 

1945 by the British Mandate, Military Government was founded to control the 

Palestinians who had remained in Israel and restrict their movements within the 

country.179  

That November, the “Central Bureau of Statistics” (CBS), conducted the first 

population census, at the height of the War of Independence. Under a curfew of 7 

hours, military and security personnel proceeded to canvass every Israeli household 

and register all its citizens.  An order was given specifying that those absent from their 

homes would not be registered as citizens and that their ownership of goods, property 

and land was not to be recognized.  Though the order was formulated in universalistic 

terms, applying to all inhabitants, its sanctions were in effect applied only to the 

Palestinian Arab population, for it was only members of this group who were not at 

home.  Hundreds of thousands had fled and had been driven from their homes during 

the fighting.  While the census was ostensibly an enumeration of all residents, it in fact 

created the population that it was counting.  Those who were not counted were thereby 

excluded from the target population, their rights forfeited.  This included not only the 

                                                 
179 Palestinians who became Israeli citizens are also widely referred to as »Israeli Arabs«. 
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refugees who had left the territory under Israel’s control.  Of those absent during the 

census, many were internal refugees, remaining within the territory that eventually 

became Israel’s, and others had managed to return before the next population 

registration in 1950.  Though this group was given Israeli citizenship, their property 

rights were never restored, and they became the statistical category of “present-

absentees.”  This category would receive legal recognition a number of years later, and 

as a result of the first census, slightly more half of the Palestinians who ultimately 

became Israeli citizens were legally deprived of rights to their property and lands. 

As I have argued elsewhere, (Leibler and Breslau 2003) when compared to the 

typical national census, the case of the Israeli census of 1948 contains a number of 

unique characteristics.  But these characteristics were connected to the immediate 

historical context: Unlike the long consolidation processes that European states 

underwent in the two previous centuries, and similarly to new states established during 

the 20th century, the Israeli state-building process was compressed into a brief span of 

time and a whole range of institutions had to be built virtually overnight.  The 

existence of the Israeli national population, being enumerated in the census, was the 

object of intense, indeed military, conflict. As an indication to the connection between 

the military conflict and the census, this chapter introduces the deep involvement the 

military government of those days had in the process of planning the first census. 
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Citizenship in the Israeli Case 

Most work on the Israeli state-building processes describe the way the new 

state was constituted institutionally and ideologically as acting according to universal 

norms and values. At the same time, every Israeli citizen “knows” that this is in 

contradiction with the way the Israeli state and society treats Palestinians – citizens 

and mainly non-citizens. A recent study identifies that this contradiction constitutes a 

unique form of the Israeli citizenship in which three types of incorporation regimes of 

citizenship are hierarchically ordered and co-exist in the Israeli society (Shafir & 

Peled, 2002). But this analysis of institutions that founded the Israeli citizenship 

ignores one institution that had a significant role in shaping the Israeli citizenry – the 

Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS). An examination of the formative period of 

the Israeli citizenship – 1948, the year in which the Israeli state was established – 

shows that statistics was a major part of those practices related to the way ethnic, 

national and/or religious groups were excluded from and included in the Israeli citizen 

body. This raises some general questions about statistical practices as a technology 

through which citizenship is being shaped: 1. Can citizenship exist without delimiting 

the Foucauldian “population” through demographic counting and classification? Can a 

pre-state society transform its members into citizens without conducting a census or 

applying any kind of demographic gaze? And if the answer to these questions is no, 

why is the statistical aspect of “supplying” or establishing citizenship neglected in the 

literature on citizenship?  
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Shafir & Peled (2002) use in their analysis of the three different discourses of 

citizenship of the Israeli society. It is a combination of the concepts developed by T. 

H. Marshall (1963), Smith (1988), Soysal (1994), in their studies of citizenship in 

England, USA, and Western Europe. Shafir & Peled’s theoretical framework is a 

description of casts system in which each group cannot cross the boundaries of its own 

position; it is a matrix of two dimensions, or axis, where one dimension of the matrix 

describes three degrees of inclusion of rights – civil, political and social, according to 

Marshall’s conceptualization. The other dimension describes three discourses of 

citizenship, which determine three degrees of inclusion of groups – the liberal-

democratic, the ethno-national and the republican discourses as allowing three degrees 

of the inclusion of Israeli-Palestinians, Mizrahim and Ashkenazim (or three degrees of 

the exclusion of non-citizen Palestinians, Israeli-Palestinians and Mizrahim).  

The co-existence of three different discourses of citizenship within the same 

society and at the same period is based on Smith conceptualization of the three 

conceptions of American identity (1988): liberalism, republicanism, and ethno-cultural 

Americanism. According to Smith, these three civic conceptions have always 

appeared in combinations, and “by extracting from such discourse an ‘ideal type’ of 

each position and then considering the role these ideals have played in defending 

specific measures, we can illuminate the contrasting core notions of American identity 

that the nation’s traditions present us” (Smith, ibid). Smith’ concept of citizenship 

allows different and even contrasting discourses of citizenship to exist within the same 

society and at the same time. Moreover, Smith’ argument implies that the dominant 
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liberal ideology in the USA enables to make the presence of the other two ideologies 

invisible. The American identity is a result of the tension between these contrasting 

discourses. Shafir & Peled construct their analysis on this concept and focus on 

different manifestations of these discourses including analysis of Israeli institutions 

and social movements. They do not argue for a contrasting relationship between the 

three discourses; they, in fact, identify that these three discourses are hierarchical and 

exist in harmony with each other due to the hegemony of LSM (Shafir & Peled 2002, 

pp. 7-8).  

Shafir & Peled are interested in the institutional practices of exclusion and 

inclusion and their book is an answer to the question: “Given the conflicting 

approaches of these discourses to issues of inclusion and exclusion…[and] if 

alternative citizenships mean multiple ‘doors’ of entry to membership in 

society…what are the principles governing the arrangement of these doors?" (p. 7). 

Since they examine this question through the prism of citizenship, they use Soysal’s 

concept of citizenship “incorporation regime” (which is, as I understand it, part of the 

neo-institutional theory, or at least part of John Meyer’s paradigm), and use it as a 

sociological tool for understanding degrees of membership in the Israeli society. Their 

study tempts to explain the ways in which LSM and later the state compromised 

between the ambition to fulfill “universalizing requirements of democratic institution 

building” and the involvement in a struggle with Palestinians; a struggle, which is 

characterized as “an exclusionary, ethno-nationalist colonial struggle…” (Ibid, p. 3). 

This is not only an examination of a discursive and ideological aspect of the two 
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tendencies, but of the institutional manifestations of the coexistence of the two 

contradicting terrains. In the context of citizenship rights they examine different 

institution in the Israeli society as allocative institutions: “To understand a particular 

incorporation regime, therefore, we must be familiar with its main allocative 

institutions and with citizenship discourse, or discourses, that prevail in its political 

culture” (Ibid, p. 11). Hence, the institutional aspect of the above matrix is a 

significant dimension of their theoretical framework. 

 

Part A - The Central Bureau of Statistics: Practicing science, administrating the 

state 

One of the main arguments of this study is that demography and population 

management have been central concerns of Israel’s leaders since 1948. This chapter 

will strengthen this argument by introducing the context of conducting the first census 

of Israel. The chapter focuses on the statisticians’ role in the naturalization of 

Palestinians and their position with regard to the “counted” and “uncounted” Arab 

residents of the new state. The basic guiding assumption is that the CBS is not only a 

state institution, but also a scientific institution, whose knowledge – i.e., its set of 

political, economic and demographic categories and classifications – forms the 

epistemological basis of the nation, both within its national boundaries and beyond 

them. As was already demonstrated in previous chapters, the history of the 

development of this organization lends credence to this claim: In the years following 

its establishment, the CBS enjoyed a growing degree of prestige among different 
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sectors of the Israeli public, such as universities, industry, economic institutions, 

politicians and government agencies; its statistical measurements and classifications 

were rarely disputed. Furthermore, the CBS’ foremost statistician, Professor Roberto 

Bachi, had established the first two statistics-related departments at the Hebrew 

University. Finally, the Bureau’s statisticians belonged to various academic and 

scientific societies, and published articles in academic journals of statistics. 

The census combined two functions that we ordinarily think of as distinct: the 

enumeration of the population for statistical purposes, and the registration of citizens 

for administrative use.  The two goals of compiling statistical data and preparing lists 

of citizens for use in allocating rights and obligations, such as military service, were 

barely distinguished by those who designed and carried out the census.  It was Roberto 

Bachi, the head of the new Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) who proposed he 

combined census/registration.  Bachi’s recommendation was far-reaching: to register 

the entire population, to assign identification numbers, to deposit the data gathered in 

the hands of the CBS as statistical data for subsequent research and policy planning.  

He urged the unification of the two activities and the periodic repetition of the 

population census, which would serve as the basis for both demographic statistics and 

for managing the population registry.  The registry would be updated continually 

through the registration offices of local settlements.  The updated registry “will serve 
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as a source of information on each resident, information needed for efficient 

administration of the state.”180  

In support of his proposal, Bachi wrote a document in January of 1948, 

addressed to the “situation committee” charged with setting up the new state’s 

institutional infrastructure, in which he detailed his arguments for bringing together 

the various goals in a “detailed census.”181  First, a census was needed to serve as a 

basis for subsequent statistical activities.  This was important for administrative and 

scientific reasons.  Efficient planning and administration must be based “on detailed 

information about the population, for whose benefit plans are prepared and laws 

passed.”  For instance, economic programs, or programs for developing schools or 

enlisting soldiers must be based on the composition of the population in terms of age, 

sex, and occupation.  Efficient planning of cities is based on information about 

conditions of housing, the demographic, economic, social and topographical 

characteristics of a neighborhood.  The census provides the universe from which 

statistical samples can be drawn and evaluated. 

 Second, Bachi argued, from a scientific perspective, it is impossible to carry 

out demographic research without information on the structure and development of the 

population—mortality, morbidity, marriage, fertility, etc., which would be recorded by 

the census.  The data would constitute the life-blood of a range of disciplines: 

anthropometrics, history, military medicine.  As population statistics provide the 

ground for the rationality of state administration, they also provide the ground for the 

                                                 
180 ISA: RG41/107/18, January 1948. 
181 Ibid.  
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validity of statistical representations.  The conditions for the operation of a modern 

state are also the conditions for the authority of statistical experts. 

 In these comments of Bachi, written in January of 1948, we can already see the 

social alchemy promised by statistical representation, which would allow the Arab 

citizens to be perceived and administered as a population subgroup.  The demographic 

struggle that had been waged in Palestine since early in the century now became a 

question of a measurable and forecastable “demographic balance” between the two 

population groups.  The Palestinian refugees, politically and economically 

dispossessed, became non-citizens beyond the state’s jurisdiction and boundaries.  The 

minority that remained became, like all citizens, objects of the enlightened rational 

gaze of the state, as revealed through statistics.  As Bachi could add to his arguments 

in support of his proposal, the census would “illuminate the influence of the Zionist 

enterprise on the health, social life, economic life and education of the Arabs.”182  

Statistics allowed what had been understood, and was still in danger of being 

understood, as an inter-communal conflict, to be understood as the rational 

benevolence of the state towards an ethnic minority.  Through the rationality of 

statistics, Bachi and his patrons were establishing the state’s rational point-of-view. 

 

Freezing the Facts on the Ground 

The census was carried out during wartime, and in the course of battles.  

Therefore some of the residents were on active military duty, further complicating the 

                                                 
182 Ibid. 
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process.  Not all citizens were in their homes, depending on where fighting was taking 

place.  This created several threats to the success of the census, according to Bachi:  a 

severe shortage of personnel for carrying out the registration and all the related 

activities, and a shortage of equipment.  Above all was the difficulty of capturing the 

demographic situation at a single point in time while the country’s inhabitants were 

constantly moving because of the war.  But these difficulties were overridden by other 

considerations, stressing the urgency of carrying out a census as soon as possible. 

From the point of view of the statisticians, the urgency derived from the demands of 

their work, and the need to quickly establish a basis for ongoing official statistics.  

Statistics for managing the war, administering rationing and conscription, depended on 

a population frame.  Without such a base, all of the bureau’s statistical work would be 

in doubt.  As Bachi describes the situation: 

It was very difficult.  Our first problem [of the bureau] 
was that we had to carry out a census.  That is the 
foundation of the whole business [national statistics]—
without knowing how many residents there are; their 
occupations; where they live; it is impossible to do 
statistics.  At the same time there was also a need to 
register the residents for the purposes of Knesset 
elections and distribution of rations.  There was a need to 
establish an institution that would be responsible for 
registering the residents.  The CBS took upon itself the 
task of conducting the census183. 

The administration of the British Mandate, or what remained of it, collapsed in 

the spring of 1948.  Chaos prevailed throughout the country and the government’s 

statistical department was not unaffected—during the war the entire system of 

                                                 
183 Author’s interview with Roberto Bachi, March 1992 
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collection of statistical information crumbled and its equipment was damaged.  At the 

same time, a massive wave of immigration had begun, first from Europe, but by the 

early 1950s composed mostly of Jews from the Middle-East and North Africa.  Thus, 

as described in the CBS memoir: 

With the establishment of the state of Israel (May 1948) 
it was necessary to begin statistical activities from almost 
nothing … The state had important functions that 
required a great deal of statistical information: While the 
country was still in a state of war there took place a 
tremendous process of population movements.  On one 
hand there was a mass exodus and flight of Arab 
residents from most of their areas of settlement in the 
country, and on the other hand each day a mass Jewish 
immigration arrived from across the sea184. 

All of the problems facing the state required the immediate establishment of statistics 

based on a population census, just as other advanced countries had done: 

It was clear that just as every advanced country must 
track this kind of normal phenomena, in Israel, which is 
on the road to being an advanced country it was 
inconceivable to carry out everything that the state had 
taken upon itself, without basic statistical information185. 

An additional rationale for carrying out the census just a few months after the 

establishment of the state and in the midst of war, is related to economic efficiency: “It 

was desirable to take advantage of the opportunity to collect statistical material in the 

course of the registration that was done for administrative purposes of the moment, 

and to therefore avoid the large expenditures that would be required by a census 

carried out for purely statistical purposes.”  And the possibility of carrying out a 

census under curfew would not have been accepted if not linked to other purposes 

                                                 
184 Central Bureau of Statistics 1955 
185 Central Bureau of Statistics 1955, p. 10 
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such as voter registration and distribution of rationing coupons.  These were 

inducements to the citizens, for their cooperation with the requirement to carry identity 

cards with a unique number.  This illustrates a further unification of administrative and 

statistical goals.  

 But a more compelling reason for the census/registration, and the main source 

of its urgency, is one that is not explicitly mentioned in the deliberations, but which 

we know was a major impetus if only because, other than prosecution of the war itself, 

it was the main preoccupation of the temporary government in the fall of 1948.  This 

was, namely, the issue of the refugees and the goal of permanently excluding them 

from Israeli territory and political rights therein.  All through the summer, while the 

military strategy was left to the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and the Prime Minister 

David Ben-Gurion, in his dual role as Defense Minister, the government was split over 

the issue of repatriation.  The United Nations mediator for Palestine, Count Folke 

Bernadotte, was meanwhile pressing Israel for an immediate and unrestricted return of 

refugees, and restoration of their property (Morris 1987, p. 142).  With the initiation of 

a cease fire on July 18, The Israeli government rejected out of hand any return of 

refugees while the war continued, and by summer’s end, had concluded that the 

advantageous demographic situation achieved during the war should not and would 

not be reversed by future peacetime repatriation.  At the same time, there was a steady 

trickle of Arabs who had made their way back into the country, and of course, once 

reintegrated, were indistinguishable from those who had never left. 
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 The government was searching for a formula for perpetuating the exclusion of 

the refugees, turning it into a legal and permanent one.  As part of the November 1947 

partition plan enacted by the United Nations, the Jewish state was required to grant 

full citizenship to anyone living within its borders, regardless of religion or 

nationality.  The granting of citizenship on the basis of territory alone is a sign of a 

state’s good will and a condition of its legitimacy, allowing it to conform to the 

international system of states, defended by the UN.  An extension of citizenship on a 

territorial basis in 1947 would have imperiled the slim Jewish majority in the new 

state.  But by late 1948, after the mass exodus of Palestinian Arabs, the same principle 

provided a solution to the refugee problem.  The interior minister, Itzhak Grinbaum, 

proposed a solution that was based on recognition of the UN requirement of 

universalistic, territory-based citizenship.  If the departure of Arab residents could be 

defined as a political act of renunciation, and an abandonment of property, the 

exclusion of an ethnic minority could be legitimated in terms of international norms 

regarding citizenship rights.  The presence or absence of Palestinian Arabs within the 

borders of Israel was thereby defined as an acceptance or rejection of citizenship.  If 

now, in late 1948, all those remaining in the country, Jew and Arab alike, were 

universally granted citizenship, it would be possible to observe international norms 

while turning the distinction between Arabs who had stayed and who had left into a 

permanent, legal divide.  As Grinbaum was able to announce in October, 1948, after 

half a million Palestinians had already fled: “Every citizen of the Hebrew state, who 

resided within the Jewish state on November 27, 1947, and whose permanent 
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residence was there, will receive citizenship in accord with the decision of the United 

nations on November 29, 1947.”186  As in any other country, those who had—

according to the state’s own narrative—disavowed their allegiance were excluded 

from this right.  Any Arab returnees would be non-citizens, with no presumptive right 

to even be present within Israel’s borders. 

 

The Science of Exclusion 

 The combination of political and scientific objectives of the census called for a 

particularly stringent set of methodological requirements.  Both the validity of the 

numbers and the achievement of the political/administrative goals required that the 

population “stand still” while the census was underway, a daunting demand during 

wartime.  As Bachi argued, a census must serve as a mirror of the state of the 

population at a particular moment.  However, there are many hazards threatening the 

attainment of this goal, since every census takes time to carry out.  How is this 

problem solved in other countries?  In countries in which the citizens are not all 

literate, a curfew is imposed for one day and census workers go from house to house 

and fill-out forms for the residents.  In other countries forms are distributed before the 

census day and the residents are responsible for filling them out.  Afterwards, the 

workers collect the forms and check them.  This can take a number of days.187  

Although Bachi argued that none of these possibilities was suited to the Israeli case, 

                                                 
186 ISA: RG41/117/33, October 1948. 
187 ISA: RG41/107/18, January 1948. 
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the curfew solution was adopted, but with forms distributed well before the census 

day.   

 Those to be counted would ultimately be left with no responsibility for 

relaying information to the census takers, and no possibility of mediating between 

their families and communities and the state enumerators.  The strict procedures ruled 

out any second-hand reporting, and turned the census into a count of those who were 

physically present in their homes during the curfew: 

The principle that guided the census takers in their work 
left no room for argument or error: “list and get 
signatures from what is there!”  I.e., no replacements, no 
“in the name of”, no tricks.  The wife of a husband who 
does not manage to return home by the start of the curfew 
is not authorized to sign for him; the census taker is 
forbidden, under any circumstance, to leave the 
registration form with anyone, in order to obtain the 
appropriate signature “afterwards”.  In short – you list 
and gather signatures only for those who are actually 
there in front of you (Yurman 1983, p. 96).188 

 

Following procedures that had already been standardized in the international 

community of statisticians, the country, having no official internal geographical 

divisions, was divided into 16 districts, and further subdivided into 10,000 blocks, or 

registration cells of about 80 inhabitants each.  Volunteer census officers completed 

registration forms for each household during the month before November 8.  On that 

day, a curfew was imposed from 5 P.M. to midnight, during which time the officers 

                                                 
188 The source for this quote, Yurman’s 1983 article, was printed in the periodical of the ultra-nationalist 
Revisionist movement, Ha’uma.  Although it may contain a somewhat idealized depiction of the 
administration of the census, it is enlightening for precisely this reason.  It documents the determination 
to enforce strict bureaucratic rules under difficult conditions. 
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returned to all the homes to verify information and the presence of all household 

members, and to distribute identity numbers (Bachi 1974, p. 405-6).  Whoever was 

absent during those seven hours was not registered, or counted.  The consequences for 

absentees are described below.   

In its execution, the census relied heavily on the authority of the military, 

whose armed representatives accompanied the census takers.  For those who carried 

out the census, and for the willing participants, it was an explicitly political act, a 

“celebration”, as described by Bachi himself.  Statistical Order number 31, which was 

formulated in 1947 and revised in 1972, gave broad authority for the state’s 

information-gathering activities (Hershkovitz 1990, p. 22).  The order requires citizens 

to cooperate with the census taker, and to respond to each question in the 

questionnaire.  Whoever refuses, interferes, or supplies false information, is liable for 

punishment.  A similar law was passed by the Knesset in 1951.  Bachi himself 

emphasized the cooperation of the public with the census, and minimized the role of 

the show of military force:  

It was fortunate that we succeeded in seizing the right 
moment. Something like this, under different 
circumstances would have raised suspicions that it was a 
police operation, or a means of imposing authority on 
people…few countries have an identification number 
(Author’s interview with Roberto Bachi, March 1992).   

 

Bachi’s assessment was echoed in the popular press.  According to the daily 

paper of the labor movement, the registration was receive throughout the country 

“with enthusiasm and order and exemplary discipline.  The curfew that was declared 
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from 5 to 12 at night was implemented rigorously.”189  Another daily paper announced 

that “the apparatus for registering the citizens of the state of Israel, with its known 

immediate and historical importance, was completed last night at midnight with 

complete success.”190  All stores, factories, services, and transportation came to a halt.  

The citizens sat in their houses and waited for the enumerators.  

The procedures harmonized concern for the validity of the census numbers with the 

political objectives of the registration: 

In the neighborhoods of Haifa, for example, the 
census takers encountered the residents’ attempts 
to list the names of relatives who had fled in April 
[1948, when the vast majority of the city’s Arab 
residents had fled en masse] to Lebanon and 
Syria, in order to obtain Israeli identity cards for 
the absentees and to eventually allow for their 
return to the country. (Yurman 1983, p. 96) 

 

The Arabs who were not counted were defined as absentees.  This designation 

was also applied to those who had fled to a safe haven within the country’s borders, 

seeking refuge from battles. But the statistical component was not simply an 

afterthought, tacked on to a purely administrative action of registering the population.  

The seven-hour curfew, for instance, was justified just as much in terms of scientific 

as administrative requirements.  As one of the participants in the planning was later to 

record in a memoir, Bachi himself came up with the idea: 

                                                 
189 Davar, Nov. 9, 1948. 
190 Ha’aretz, Nov. 9, 1948. 
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In the course of discussions about the census, various and 
strange proposals were raises.  Finally Roberto Bacchi, 
the exact opposite of the absent-minded professor who 
looks down from Mount Olympus, tossed up an amazing 
idea: Let’s impose a curfew, a full and general curfew!  
Then we’ll be able to catch the entire population and 
carry out our mission.  The conditioned reflex to this 
unconventional proposal was a decisive and unequivocal 
“No!”  But it quickly became apparent that no one could 
come up with a more reasonable and efficient solution.  
The opposition was forgotten and the interior minister 
said: “A curfew?  Why not?” (Yurman 1983, p. 93-4). 

 

While the statistical representation of the territorially-based society was essential for 

carrying out the state’s goals, the statisticians in turn relied on the state’s power in 

enforcing cooperation with the census and for enforcing the curfew that would keep 

each citizen in place while the census was in progress.  The coercive method of 

administering the census was made more palatable by its statistical necessity. 

Scientific validity depended on the state’s coercive power, while the state as a rational 

administrator for all its subjects depended on valid statistical data.   

 In summary, when we examine the planning of the 1948 census, and the 

arguments for its implementation at what may seem like an inopportune time, I find 

the scientific considerations, on one hand, and the political or administrative ones, on 

the other hand, complement.  The extraordinary measures taken to implement the 

census, and the use of the state’s military force for that purpose were justified in terms 

of scientific validity and comprehensiveness.  Both served the purpose of transforming 

the territorially-based population into a citizenry, and legitimating the arbitrary 

exclusion of the refugees. 
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Liberal Discourse Serves Ethno-National Practices 

 As a result of the census and the general registry, being part of a national 

database and being registered according to categories of ethnicity and religion would 

become essential dimensions of Israeli citizenship and Israeli subjecthood. Following 

Nikolas Rose (1999), such registration is an obligatory access point for participating in 

cycles of civility. Thus, a resident could not legally exist in the newborn state without 

being registered and numbered. The census was not only an obligatory access point; it 

was also a rite of demarcating those belonging within the boundaries of the collective 

and of those who were left out of the collective; a formal and active procedure of “un-

counting” non-citizens, as well as counting and marking potential citizens. Moreover, 

it was a practice that materially stratified the population through the nationalization of 

lands, assets, and homes. The seemingly bureaucratic and neutral regulation was 

actually applied only to Palestinians who were not present. Jewish men and women 

who were out of their homes as well, due to more prosaic reasons, were registered in a 

late registration. Because of the intensive battles fought at the time, a substantial 

proportion of the Palestinian population had either fled or been driven out of their 

homes. Some of them were hiding in the wadis (ravines) near their villages; others 

crossed the borders into adjacent Arab countries to wait out the fighting (Grossman 

1992, pp. 64-5).  

 If we bear in mind the fact that Bachi himself admitted in public that “from a 

purely scientific point of view, it would be better to wait with the census until the end 
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of the war,”191 the question of why statisticians pushed to conduct a census and 

general registration when the demographic situation was so unstable becomes even 

more important. In fact, as was already argued, this particular timing was a deliberate 

effort of the first census to serve as a “snapshot” of a unique and unrepresentative 

moment in the history of Israeli society — after the massive exodus of Palestinians 

and before the massive immigration of Jews from Arab countries192 (one might say, a 

picture of society that was momentarily “pure” from all its “others”) Furthermore, 

explained Gertz, one of the first managers of the CBS, it was in a particular 

demographic moment due to the need to institutionalize and legalize a particular 

situation: “…we cannot consider this option [the combined census and full registry] 

without creating the appropriate legal conditions…so that we can legally force the 

population (especially the Arab population) to participate in the census.”193 

 The instruction not to register all those not present at their homes came also at 

a time when concerns regarding a Jewish majority and Jewish territorial control were 

of central importance. The policy of the Israeli government was to deepen its control 

over the lands of Palestinian absentees and to weaken Palestinian rights over the vast 

majority of lands in Palestine (Lustick 1985, pp. 55–7, 60; Morris 1987, pp. 132–4). 

International pressure was put on the Israeli government to decide about the right of 

Palestinians to return to their lands, but Israel needed legitimate practices to legalize 

the appropriation of Palestinian assets and the nationalization of their lands. By 

                                                 
191 Davar, 9 August 1948, quoting Bachi. 
192 CBS, Special Publication No 36: Rishum Hatoshavim, Hayishuvim Veha’ezorim. 
193 ISA: RG 41/119/37 January 48 
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changing the ownership of these lands from private to public, and by establishing new 

settlements on destroyed villages, the Israeli government was able to prevent 

Palestinians from returning to their lands. 

 The anatomy of the Palestinian exodus during the year 1948 is documented in 

great detail in contemporary accounts of the origins of the Palestinian-Jewish conflict; 

these works present different estimates of the numbers of refugees194 and the 

present/absentees195. Whether we accept the minimal or the maximal estimations, they 

are enough to demonstrate the significance of this census in creating the particular 

category — present/absentees — which did not exist prior to the first census:196 

Palestinians before the war — 860,000; Palestinians counted by the census — 69,000; 

a year later — 160,000; Present/absentees — 91,000; Refugees — 700,000. 

 It is clear that the justification for denying one of the most basic components of 

citizenship to a particular subgroup of citizens rests ultimately on the 1948 census. 

Nevertheless, the role of the census is absent from sociological and historical analyses 

of Israeli society. Morris (1987), in his path-breaking book on the birth of the 

Palestinian refugee problem, describes the mechanism of exiling Palestinians in detail. 

As we could se, the actual appropriation of Palestinian lands, its legalization, and its 

implications are also well described in the historiography of the conflict. But how did 

                                                 
194 In his The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, Morris presents various sources for different 
estimations of the number of refugees after the end of the war in 1949. The official Israeli CBS estimate 

was 577,000. UNRWA’s estimate was 726,000. The British tended not to accept the accuracy of 

either number; hence, their estimate was “between 600,000 and 760,000” (pp. 297–8). 
195 Based on several sources, authors present varied estimations of the number of present-absentees: 

Grossman gives an estimation of 81,000 (1992, pp. 64–5). Other estimations included those by Gershon 

Shafir and Yoav Peled- 90,000 (2002, pp, 110–11), and Lustick- 75,000 (1985, pp. 64–72). 
196 CBS, Special Publication No 36: Rishum Hatoshavim, Hayishuvim Veha’ezorim. 
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it happen? What was the practice that created the infrastructure for legalizing the most 

salient theme of the conflict? What were the “certain conditions stipulated in the 

Nationality Law of 1952,” as described in the following quotation? The role of 

statisticians in this historical moment is missing from this literature197. Even the most 

thorough account of Israeli citizenship (Shafir and Peled 2002) — which classifies 

Palestinians as third-class citizens — overlooks the actual mechanism that enabled the 

legitimation of the sweeping nationalization of lands and assets in 1948 and the 

stratification of the Israeli citizenry: 

 

Of the 150,000 Palestinians who had remained in the 
territory of the state of Israel at the conclusion of the 
1948 war, about 60,000 were granted immediate Israeli 
citizenship, and the rest were entitled to it if they met 
certain conditions stipulated in the Nationality Law of 
1952. These conditions prevented many Palestinians 
from becoming citizens until the Nationality Law was 
amended in 1980… But the very fact of granting 
citizenship to Palestinians… was in accord with the 
liberal discourse of citizenship, and mitigated somewhat 
the exclusionary effects of the republican and ethno-
national ones (ibid, pp. 110-111).  

 

  Emphasizing the absence of the role of the CBS in the historical accounts on 

the exclusion of Palestinians is not a criticism on these works. Rather, it is to support 

the argument that the relationship between “science” and the “state” in the 

establishment of the new Israeli state was silent and dominant at the same time. It is to 

                                                 
197 Grossman does make the connection between being present at the first census and the legal category 

“present-absentees” (Grossman 1992, 64–5). 
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support the argument that the CBS was institutionalized as an invisible and neutral 

institution to the extent that its significant role was imperceptible. 

 

Full Registration in the Service of Legibility 

 Statistics can be seen as a means for legibility, meaning that this legibility 

eliminates intermediate institutions that stand between the state and a particular ethnic 

group. This argument was raised by Scott in his book Seeing Like a State: How 

Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (1998). But while 

Scott speaks about the “will” of the state for legibility, the first Israeli census was 

statisticians’ enterprise; they were its initiators, architects, and justifiers. Through 

statistical practices such as the first census, the boundaries of the various groups were 

opened and state institutions such as the CBS had direct access to the members of the 

groups. The following are interesting examples of the role of statisticians in founding 

this legibility: 

Though Bachi and the daily newspaper reported that the registration and the 

census, performed under the seven-hour curfew, went without special interruption, 

there were several areas of resistance that merit attention: In the Jewish sections of 

Jaffa there were reports concerning a few immigrant families that refused to open their 

doors to the enumerators198.  It is not clear what their reasons were.  Another case 

occurred in Jaffa: in the preliminary registration a family reported three children, but 

on the day of the census nine were discovered.  The reason for the inconsistency 

                                                 
198 Bachi, personal interview, March 1992; Ha’aretz, 11 September 1948; Davar, September 1948. 
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seems to have been the fear of the evil eye.199  In Jerusalem members of the Neturey 

Carta religious movement—which for religious reasons opposed the creation of the 

Jewish state and refused to cooperate with the state in other matters—refused to be 

counted (Yurman, 1983). Names of those who refused were listed and forwarded to 

the government.  Also in Jerusalem, several workers in foreign consulates refused to 

cooperate and agreed to sign on the registration forms only after extensive explanation 

and persuasion (Yurman 1983, p. 94). Bachi described these enclaves of resistance as 

local and minor. However, these were manifestations of a refusal to accept the new 

Zionist-national project through classification and enumeration. The ultra-orthodox 

Jews, for example — especially the Neturey Carta — still do not see themselves, even 

today, as Israeli citizens or Zionists. 

  It was not the first time the statisticians had to face anomalous enclaves. Some 

of them had worked for the British Mandate government and, in their attempts to 

collect data on the inhabitants, had encountered difficulties with Palestinians. It was 

those attempts to collect data on the inhabitants for the Mandate200 that later provided 

Bachi and his colleagues with significant justification for the recommendation for a 

detailed census combined with general registration. The way Palestinians had reported 

their demographic changes to the Mandate government was through the head of each 

village — the Muchtar. Since the village received money for every birth of a child, 

and lost money for every death, the statisticians who had worked for the British office 

were suspicious about Palestinian reports and thought they did not represent the real 

                                                 
199  Ha’aretz, Nov. 9, 1948. 
200 Principally made by Bachi and Hamburger. 
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demographic picture201. Bachi expressed this concern again and again in documents he 

offered to justify a central bureau of statistics, and he strove to deny the right of the 

Muchtar to register the demographic movements within Palestinian villages202. The 

Muchtar also functioned as a mediator between the state and members of the village. 

This responsibility not only gave him the opportunity to manufacture knowledge on 

the Palestinian population, but also created — as Bachi said in his description of 

statistical services during the Yishuv — a fiction of a unified “Palestinian” population. 

Thus the Muchtar could facilitate a process of self-determination, while the main 

concern of the political institutions of the new state was to control Palestinians by 

fragmenting them and subordinating them to a military regime (which was imposed by 

Israel on its Palestinian citizens until 1966). 

  Statisticians had the same problem with the Bedouin. Bachi and the British 

statisticians were creative in solving this problem:  

We succeeded in convincing the leaders of the Bedouins 
to participate in the census [conducted in 1945]. Each 
tribal chief provided us with a full list of the respective 
members of his tribe. When we summarized these 
numbers, we found out that they were enormous in 
comparison with the actual size of the population. 
Hence, with the assistance of the British head 
statistician, [and the pre-state secret services], officers 
sampled several tents of each of the Bedouin tribes and 
then, pictures of all the tents were taken from an airplane 
by a special photographer. This is how we calculated the 
real number of Bedouins203. 

 

                                                 
201 ISA: RG 41/107/18 January 1948 
202 Ibid 
203 Bachi, personal interview, March 1992 
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Both the Bedouins and Palestinians functioned as what Benedict Anderson (1991, pp. 

200-6), has called “topographic anomalies” — groups of natives who preserve their 

own communal institutions and are able to prevent direct mapping efforts of the state. 

Such groups are statistical or demographic anomalies in the way of statisticians’ 

efforts to define the “population,” draw its boundaries, and make it commensurable. 

The first Israeli census was planned to solve these kinds of barriers, which could 

challenge the authority of the state as well as the validity of statistical investigation. 

Allowing such anomalies would have reduced the ability of the CBS to produce 

authoritative representation of “society”; — their “scientific forestry,” in James Scott’s 

words —the mapping of the population –- could not have been completed.  

 

Part B - Negotiating methods  

 One might argue that statisticians, as the sole architectures of the census, 

served the state while its leaders abused the scientific characteristics of statisticians’ 

statistical work. The story above, however, is only partial and does not reflect the 

negotiations between CBS people and a temporary policymaking body - A Committee 

Alongside the Military Government. This committee was nominated to combat the 

phenomenon of infiltration of Palestinians from outside the Israeli borders (Robinson 

2005).204 These negotiations deserve our attention because they reveal the tension 

                                                 
204 Robinson’s dissertation explores Israel’s military rule over the small Palestinian population who 
remained in, or returned to, the nascent state following the displacement that occurred during the 1948 
War. It identifies the legal categories, types of knowledge, and methods of control that were developed 
in order to clarify the meaning of Arab citizenship in a self-defined Jewish state whose own national 
culture was still evolving. Her analysis suggests that the period of military rule over the Arab 
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between the representatives of the power institutions of the state – the military 

government at the time - and representatives of science– statisticians - who delegated 

rationality on state’s bureaucracy. The need of these two bodies to negotiate was 

caused by a contradiction between CBS plans for a general census and the 

commission’s role to plan and conduct a census of the local Palestinian population. 

Through this census a clear line could be drawn between the remaining Palestinians 

and the illegal returnees, enabling the government to determine who was and who was 

not entitled for citizenship.205 The CBS, however, had already begun to plan its first 

major undertaking – a census and establishment of a population registry of all the 

residents living within the borders of the new Jewish state.   

The negotiations were regarding the question of whether to hold a separate 

census for the Military Government, and, if so, under what terms. The CBS 

statisticians wanted to count the population using one questionnaire for all the 

residents, without regard to national, religious or ethnic group. The Committee’s 

members were interested in the populations of particular geographic areas, and wanted 

to ask questions about Palestinians’ property and relatives who had returned to their 

villages since the initial wave of flight in late 1947-early 1948. The negotiations 

between the sides reflected two diverging sets of interests and commitments; while the 

CBS’ foremost statisticians were academic figures, the Committee members were 

political figures from various ministries. The statisticians’ primary allegiance was to 

                                                                                                                                             
population, which continued until 1966 and thus formed the bridge between the pre-1948 and post-1967 
periods, was not an exceptional institution in the process of state formation, but rather one of its integral 
parts.   
205 Ibid., p. 10  
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the statistical discipline and rationalization of the state. The politicians were 

committed to practices related to state security and surveillance of hostile populations. 

Yet upon examining the peculiar way in which the census was conducted, it becomes 

clear that the statisticians’ position gradually eroded, and the two groups grew closer. 

Though statisticians were professionally in conflict with the politicians and their 

representatives, they ultimately found a way of satisfying the politicians’ needs in a 

more universal form.  

 Preliminary discussions on Israel’s first census commenced in January 1948; 

the census was scheduled for November 1948, simultaneously with a full registration 

of the population. In the transition from a system of voluntary institutions to the 

formal bureaucracy of a new state, a full registration was also a means of applying the 

sovereignty of the new state over its residents. Each resident was to be issued an 

identification number, which would represent the resident in all of his or her 

institutional encounters. Residents counted in the census would become part of Israel’s 

citizenry, both practically, since an identification card and number enabled the bearer 

to vote and obtain food rations, and formally, in terms of civil rights. These uses of the 

census were made possible only by an exhaustive enumeration of the population, 

which, at the behest of Bachi, was to be conducted under a seven-hour curfew. The 

goal was to capture the state of the population at a particular moment and grant civil 

rights only to those who had been present at that moment.   

 The CBS conducted a public campaign to urge residents to cooperate with the 

surveyors, while explaining the census’ importance to government offices, both before 
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and after the census. The CBS also decided on the details concerning identification 

cards which would later be distributed, as well as the questions that would appear in 

the census questionnaire. Yet although it is clear that the CBS, headed by Bachi, was 

widely respected among its audiences, and was seen as the architect of the census, the 

members of the »Committee Alongside the Military Government« failed to 

acknowledge the CBS’ role as the exclusive bastion of national statistics. 

An analysis of the process of negotiations between the committee and Bachi by 

which he became a major player can serve to shed light on the intimate relationship 

between those who belong to the political sphere and those who belong to the 

professional and scientific sphere. It can enable us to see the negotiations between the 

two groups, as well as the practices employed by statisticians to gain legitimacy as the 

authoritative group for all matters statistical. This aspiration to professional 

exclusivity, as I have described elsewhere,206 was comprehensive, and affected other 

statistical departments that had existed before the establishment of the state, as well as 

all government offices. 

 

                                                 
206 For a detailed account of the establishment of the CBS and the consolidation of the first statisticians 
as a professional group, see: Leibler 2004, pp.121-149.  
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The Committee: “You must know your stock”
207 

The armed conflict between the military forces of the Jewish community and 

various Palestinian forces, which broke out even before the British had left the area, 

was the driving force behind the shift in the demographic balance in Palestine. In the 

course of this conflict, Israel occupied territories beyond those accorded to it by the 

U.N. Resolution calling for the partition of Palestine. Benny Morris divides the 

expulsion of the Palestinians into four “waves”, noting that in the first wave, which 

took place in early 1948, Palestinians fled their homes not due to a premeditated 

decision, but as a result of sporadic battles between Palestinians and the Haganah, the 

major military wing of the Yishuv (Morris 1987, p. 54). In the second wave, between 

April and June of the same year, the vast majority of Palestinians were driven out of 

the country as a result of Plan D, an “active defense” operation of the Haganah (ibid, 

17, p. 92). Although Plan D was not part of a plan to change the demographic balance 

of the State of Israel, it included a clear and explicit order to expel Palestinians from 

their villages (ibid, pp. 273-277). In the fall of that year, it was already clear to the 

leaders of the new state that a Jewish majority had been reached in all of the areas 

controlled by Israel and that the “demographic problem” – the prospect of a large and 

partially-hostile Palestinian minority interspersed among the main centers of the 

Jewish population – had been solved. 

The Committee Alongside the Military Government was to address concerns 

about a possible demographic reversal. It included the head of the Military 

                                                 
207 Y. Danin to the Military Government representative, General Avner, August 29, 1948, ISA:HZ 
2564/11. See also Robinson, Occupied Citizens (fn.1), 10. 
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Government, the Prime Minister’s Advisor on Arab Affairs, representatives from the 

Middle East Division of the Foreign Ministry and the Ministry of Minorities. The 

Committee’s members sought Palestinian demographic information and an accurate 

picture of the location of every Palestinian, making their freedom of movement within 

Israel contingent upon the collection of such information. This was expressed very 

clearly in a protocol of the Committee’s first meeting. In this meeting, A. Danin of the 

Middle East Division of the Foreign Ministry voiced concern about the situation in 

Nazareth and its adjacent neighborhoods in the wake of infiltration of refugees and 

displaced Palestinians. His office objected to Palestinian freedom of movement, to 

prevent them from establishing any demographic facts on the ground before the office 

could present a coherent demographic policy. He argued: 

 

It is necessary to count all the refugees and displaced 
people by conducting a specific census, identifying [each 
Arab] and obtaining details on their property. The census 
needs to be clear and detailed, so we can get an accurate 
picture about [the Arabs’] condition; then we will know 
how many families were separated and what property 
they owned. Only after conducting this job will we be 
able to think of a system to allow these people to move 
[within the borders of Israel].208  

 

Y. Shim’oni, an official from the same division, added that the census was 

necessary both in the struggle against infiltration and in order to identify Israel’s Arab 

                                                 
208 ISA: HZ 2564/11, August 29, 1948 - First meeting of the Committee Alongside the Military 
Government [Hebrew]. This and all other Hebrew-language archival sources quoted in English are the 
author’s translation. 
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residents. He also referred to the question of Palestinian property, arguing that the 

census would solve this problem. “It is very common in world,” he stressed, “that 

during a census, the population’s movement is frozen; this is even more important in 

this special case …” Therefore, he maintained,”[…] we emphasized that movement 

within the territory of the state would be allowed only after the census was carried 

out.”209 Interestingly, the idea suggested by Shim’oni – a census under curfew – was 

similar to the one raised by Bachi in a meeting with the Interior Minister. Yet unlike 

Bachi, Shim’oni wanted to restrict Palestinians’ movements not only for seven hours, 

but for a longer period; curfew became the most common method of controlling 

Palestinians in the first decade of the state (Medding 1990, p. 25; Lustick 1980; 

Benziman & Mansour 1992, pp. 103-114).  

The question of the use of a census to identify Palestinian residents was raised 

by several participants in the Committee’s meetings, and was of unique importance. 

The Committee’s members needed specific information about the number of 

Palestinians living in particular areas, i.e., in Israeli territory and in the territories 

occupied by Israel’s military, which would come to form the borders of the state. They 

also wanted to know these Palestinians’ status – how many Palestinians had infiltrated 

the borders of Israel, and how many of those who had done so had returned to their 

original homes. Lastly, they wanted to know which Palestinians had owned land.  

Yet while the CBS’ plan to conduct a census had been discussed as early as 

January of that year, the Committee envisioned a separate census to be carried out 

                                                 
209 Ibid.   
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before the general census, which was then still tentatively scheduled for September 15. 

The Committee’s members did not feel that the planning of the census and its 

questionnaire was the role of CBS, since they viewed the census as an immediate 

answer to the unique need for surveillance of populations.210 They believed that they 

could conduct the census quickly, and that officials at the Foreign Ministry and 

Ministry of Minority Affairs could compile the questionnaire themselves.211 The 

Committee also suggested employing people to conduct the census, whose task was to 

register and nationalize Palestinian lands and properties within the borders of Israel 

after the Palestinians’ exodus.212 These people, of course, were not statisticians or 

officers trained in conducting surveys; they specialized in administrating the actual 

expropriation of Palestinians’ lands and assets.  

By viewing the members of the Committee as representatives of the political 

sphere and the statisticians as representatives of science, or at least as the technocrats 

of the new government, one encounters a rather instrumental perception of the role of 

censuses as an immediate answer to the perceived need for national security and 

oversight of minorities. According to this division, the purpose of censuses and the 

interests of the Committee coincided; if statisticians’ main reasoning in their first 

documents was determined by what they call “the needs of statistics,”213 the 

Committee’s interest was in having maximum control over the Palestinian population. 

                                                 
210 ISA: HZ 2564/11 August 29, 1948. 
211 This consisted of representatives of the Jewish National Fund, the Settlement Office, and the Land 
Registry (“Tabu”), which was in charge of registering Palestinian land as »state land. 
212 This consisted of representatives of the Jewish National Fund, the Settlement Office, and the Land 
Registry (“Tabu”), which was in charge of registering Palestinian land as »state land. 
213 CZA S25/9686, January 1948; ISA: 10/111/3560 February 1948. 
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The census was just one of the means of achieving it, alongside Military Government 

and long-term curfews. Moreover, the Committee viewed the census subjects, the 

Palestinians, as merchandise to be surveyed: when E. Avner, the representative of the 

Military Governor, expressed his trepidation at the thought of conducting the survey in 

a rush, Danin replied: “You must know your stock.”214 

 

Who has the right to count Palestinians? 

 Although the original intention of the Committee was to plan and conduct the 

census of Palestinians using its own people, Foreign Minister Moshe Shertok (Sharett) 

referred fellow Committee members Shim’oni and Danin to Bachi and Aharon Gertz, 

the administrative manager of the CBS, to see if the latter could provide the number of 

displaced Arabs. They wanted to determine the general size of the Arab population 

within the borders of Israel that had remained following the mass exodus of 

Palestinians.215 Several days after the meeting, they contacted the CBS for this 

information;216 a week later, at the Committee’s third meeting, Bachi’s preference for 

two separate censuses was already represented, though not as a major voice.217 

 For its part, the Committee felt that Bachi should comply with whatever the 

Committee asked of him. In a reply to a letter sent by the Middle East Division in the 

                                                 
214 ISA: HZ 2564/11 August 29, 1948. 
215 ISA: HZ 2564/22 August 30, 1948. Note written by Shim’oni on August 25, 1948 in which he 
suggests more ambiguity in presenting the number of Palestinians. Shertok replied to this note by 
referring him and Danin to Bachi and Gertz. 
216 ISA: G 110/302 September 2, 1948. 
217 ISA: HZ 2564/11 September 9, 1948. 
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Foreign Ministry, Bachi stated that their intention to conduct such a census was 

already part of CBS’s plans but was not of foremost priority: 

 

Concerning your letter from September 2, I would like to 
inform you that a study of the Arab population is already 
included in the Bureau’s plan, and we have even started 
collecting data on this problem. This matter, however, is 
very complicated, and since we have many other urgent 
commitments in relation to the registration of the 
population, we will not be able to pursue this issue in the 
immediate future.218 

 

A census, claimed Bachi, was not a military operation, but a field of study and 

knowledge. Neither was it a sporadic answer to an immediate need, but rather part of a 

general, broader plan of counting the population. In other documents from 1948, Bachi 

emphasized the scientific and bureaucratic necessity of the first census. His insistence 

on ascribing scientific attributes to the CBS’ practices was a common theme in all the 

places in which he discussed the role of CBS during the crucial period of the state’s 

establishment;219 he therefore rejected a direct link between the census and military 

needs or needs of national security. 

The Committee expressed its expectation that Bachi and Gertz would obtain 

the information they demanded by creating two separate questionnaires, to be 

distributed in one census: one for Arabs (Christian, Muslim and Druze), another for 

                                                 
218 ISA: G 110/302 September 21, 1948.  
219 ISA: RG 41/107/18 January 1948; CZA S25/9686 January 1948; see also interviews with Bachi in 
Davar, January 11, 1948 and August 9, 1948; Ha’aretz, August 9, 1948; author’s personal interview 
with Bachi, March 1992. 
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Jews; the Committee’s members saw the census as a means of obtaining such sensitive 

information. The Committee focused on two main questions: the first was about 

members of each family and their relatives – who lived in each household, and who 

had just joined recently. The second question was about the property each family 

owned. The Minister of Minority Affairs wrote to Bachi: 

[…] [T]he state, and especially the Middle East Division 
[in the Foreign Ministry] is interested in clear 
information, to the greatest extent possible, on the 
number of Arabs who abandoned their property and are 
[now living] outside of Israel’s borders, their property 
that remained inside the borders of Israel, and details 
about minorities’ movements inside of Israel and its 
occupied territories.220 

 

The Committee held at least five meetings to discuss this issue; Bachi was not 

present, but his position was represented. In the third meeting, the participants 

discussed the demand to conduct one census using two different forms. Bachi claimed 

that such a format would be discriminatory towards the Arab population. His objection 

to asking part of the population direct questions about property and missing relatives 

was also based on the concern that this would lead to distrust among Palestinians 

toward the intentions of both the census’ architects and the statistical enterprise in 

general. Thus, he maintained, the two censuses should not be conducted on the same 

day. Danin replied: “Professor Bachi needs to find a way to conduct the census 

                                                 
220 ISA: G 110/302 October 10, 1948. 
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according to our needs.”221 Facing Bachi’s objection, the Minister of Minority Affairs 

had an original idea of how to solve the problem of trust Bachi raised: 

We will prepare an additional questionnaire: a 
regular questionnaire for all residents, and a 
special form for [the needs of] the Interior 
Minister, the Ministry of Minority Affairs and the 
Military Governor. [Then,] while we fill in the 
regular form [designed for Jews], we could add 
the details we are interested to the second 
questionnaire [for Arabs] without them noticing 
that we are asking additional questions.222 

 

The Minister suggested bypassing the issue of Palestinians’ sensitivities by asking 

them ostensibly innocent questions, that would appear equally addressed to all 

members of the population. His idea did not satisfy Bachi’s demand to keep the census 

universal and not discriminate against any national group. 

When the Committee’s members insisted on one, split census, Bachi pointed 

out that the regulations of the Interior Ministry on the format of questionnaires and the 

kind of questions they could include applied to them as well. Although the Committee 

recognized the need to convince Bachi of the necessity of a split census, they also 

discussed the option of conducting the census using their own people, should they fail 

to convince him.223 The legal advisor to the Ministry of Minority Affairs, who met 

with Bachi prior to the fifth meeting, reported that the special questions were added to 

the general questionnaire, as Bachi initially suggested, with the exception of two 

                                                 
221 ISA: HZ 2564/11 September 9, 1948. 
222 Ibid. 
223 ISA: HZ 2564/11, September 14, 1948. 
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questions – one about relatives, the other about property.224 In late September, Bachi 

reported to the Ministry of Minority Affairs that the census form was ready. In this 

form, he wrote, the requisite questions about absent relatives and property were 

concealed.225 The Committee misunderstood Bachi, assuming that these questions 

would be part of a special form to be attached to the general one, and that the two 

censuses would be carried out on the same day. As a result, the Minister of Minority 

Affairs sent a letter to key ministers of the new government, including the Prime 

Minister, asking for funding for conduct the split census.226 In his reply to the Interior 

Minister, Bachi wrote: 

These studies [on absentees and Palestinians’ 
property] were suggested by the Foreign Ministry 
and the Ministry of Minority Affairs – in addition 
to the registration of the population. In meetings 
with these offices’ representatives I made it clear 
that: a. One cannot differentiate between Jews and 
non-Jews in the registration, such that these 
questions [on absentees and property] cannot be 
part of the general registration form. b. If you 
want to ask these questions, a special study will 
have to be conducted [...] d. One cannot 
complicate the general registration, nor jeopardize 
its success by asking sensitive questions […] 
Therefore, the Bureau suggests conducting these 
special studies after the general registration, 
through the bureaucratic mechanism already in 
place.227 

 

                                                 
224 ISA: HZ 2564/11, September 23, 1948. 
225 ISA, G 302/110, September 26, 1948,. 
226 ISA, G 302/110, October 10, 1948. 
227 Ibid. The letter was sent to CBS for comment prior to the date appearing on the letter. 
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Bachi’s reply is consistent with other records, in which he declared that the 

administration of a population registration at a time of war, during a mass exodus of 

the Palestinian population, was scientifically problematic. However, he promised, the 

CBS would make sure that resident of all religious, national, sex and age groups were 

included in the registration:  

Although the present registration cannot be 
considered a pure and scientific census, the CBS 
will fulfill the main criteria for demographic 
censuses. Therefore, we will make sure that every 
person in Israel – without regard to religion, 
nationality, gender or age group – is included in 
the registration, that no one is registered more 
than once, and that the registration provides a 
›snapshot‹ of the population at the moment it is 
taken.228 

 

We may read this set of exchanges between the two groups as an attempt by 

each group to exert its authority over the other. In other words, the initial position of 

the Committee’s members was the urgent need for demographic information, such that 

Bachi should comply with the Committee’s demands. At the same time, Bachi did not 

acquiesce, refusing to submit to the demand to treat Arabs differently and grant the 

matter first priority. It appears that the political demand for surveillance could not be 

reconciled with Bachi’s persistence to plan the census in as universal, rational and 

scientific a manner as possible. For officials at the Military Government and Foreign 

Ministry, the relationship between science and politics was quite simple – science 

                                                 
228 R. Bachi, 1948. Population Registration in the State of Israel [Hebrew], File no. 172, Ben-Gurion 
Archives, not dated. 
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should serve those who represent the existential needs of the state.229 Conversely, the 

first Israeli statisticians sought to protect their field of practice from political abuse, 

i.e., anything that could challenge its scientific credibility and compromise the 

disinterestedness of the census. 

Yet was Bachi’s promise of a universal census, with equality for all residents, 

ultimately realized? Was there no discrimination, no differentiation between national 

groups, as Bachi initially demanded? While there is no reason to believe that the 

public was intentionally misled, the reality fell short of Bachi’s stated objectives in 

several respects.  

 

Representation practices and the political order 

Ultimately, the CBS designed a two-part form for registration of the 

population, the second part of which was attached as an addendum to the general 

form. This addendum was itself divided into two parts. The first was entitled 

“Information on Absent [i.e., at the time of the census] Relatives.” The second part 

was entitled “Information on Property of Family Members (present or absent).”230 In 

this form, Bachi addressed the Committee’s demand for specific information on the 

Palestinian population during the general census. Surprisingly, the solution at which 

he ultimately arrived was quite different from his initial position of two separate 

censuses, and rather similar to the solution suggested by Minority Affairs Minister: 

                                                 
229 It is unlikely that these officials viewed the census as a scientific domain. 
230 ISA: GL 19/3559 ND. 
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different forms for different populations in one census; this was in contrast to the 

universal dimension Bachi had been so determined to achieve. By indirectly 

addressing the issue of property in the general questionnaire, Bachi alleviated the 

anticipated distrust of Palestinians, but did not solve the problem of discrimination to 

which he so vehemently objected in his letter to the Interior Minister.231  

 One question remains: did the CBS capitulate in this conflict? If so, why? In 

other words, did the CBS struggle with competing loyalties – to scientific principles, 

and to the state’s need for security and oversight of its national minority – ultimately 

choosing one over the other? It seems that the CBS did not have the ability to impose 

its authority while positioning itself as the main agency of statistical representation of 

the population, since the phenomenon in question – the Palestinian population – was 

not given to numerical definition at that particular moment in time, which was so 

fraught with demographic upheaval. But by allowing the Committee members’ 

ministries to seek alternative means of conducting a split census, the stature of the 

CBS as the sole statistical agency of the State of Israel would have been jeopardized.   

Bachi indicated in several instances that during 1948 the CBS anticipated the 

Palestinians’ unwillingness to be observed by the state.232 Yet while the document 

referred to herein related this anticipated objection to the fact that the »Oriental« 

                                                 
231 ISA: G 302/110 October 10, 1948. 
232 For example, when Bachi portrayed the organization of official statistics of the new state, he wrote: 
“The poisoned political atmosphere in our country has had a damaging influence on the regularity of the 
statistical work [. . .] The general understandable distrust in the politics of the [British] government is 
also manifested, of course, in a baseless distrust toward enterprises that have no political intention or 
technical defect.” CZA S25/9686, January 1948, 2. See also author’s personal interview with Bachi, 
March 1992. 
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Palestinians lacked the capacity to understand science and its applications,233 or to 

their suspicion towards the new Jewish state in general, the main problem the CBS 

faced during the census and for several months thereafter was the inability to 

enumerate the entire Palestinian population and present a complete statistical picture, 

since the phenomenon itself was so unstable: even as the exodus of Palestinians was 

going on, some of the Palestinians found their way back into Israel as illegal returnees, 

making it difficult to account for them using standard demographic tools. Ultimately, 

several populations were not counted. 

In addition to a group of Palestinians who were classified as »Present 

Absentees,« due to their absence from their homes during the seven-hour curfew,234 

other Palestinians who were present in the country were not included in the census. As 

Bachi would write several years after the census, while the size of the Arab population 

was put at 69,000, entire geographical areas populated by Palestinians, such as the 

Western Galilee and the Negev, were not visited by the surveyors due to the war.235 

Although these areas would be enumerated later, at the beginning of 1949, the data on 
                                                 
233 R. Musam, one of the first statisticians and a former statistician of the British Mandate, wrote of the 
estimation of the population of the country’s Northern region: “This number shouldn’t be considered as 
very far from reality, because it is based on the population census of 1931 which was no doubt accurate 
as much as accuracy can be expected in an oriental country as ours…” The Non-Jewish Population of 
the Jewish State – Statistical Review, ISA: GL 3559/19, ND.  
234 On the first census, see Pinchas Yurman, Otzer - Curfew and not Due a British Command: A 
Chapter on the Stabilization of the State, in: Hauma (The Nation) 70-71 (1983), 90-101 [Hebrew]; 
Lustick, Arabs in a Jewish State (fn. 16), 177; Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem 
(fn. 9), 174. Based on several sources, authors present varied estimations of the number of “Present 
Absentees”: Grossman puts the number at 81,000 in: David Grossman, Present/Absentees, Tel Aviv 
1992 [Hebrew], 64 f., 64 f. Other estimates include those by Shafir and Peled (90,000) in: Gershon 
Shafir & Yoav Peled, Being Israeli: The Dynamics of Multiple Citizenship, Cambridge 1985, 110 f., 
and Ian Lustick (75,000) in: Lustick, Arabs in a Jewish State (fn. 16), 64-72.  
235 BGA, The Israel Science Archives, Roberto Bachi, file no. 44, ND. Based on the details discussed in 
the document, it was probably written around 1950. See also: ISA 130.15(2), HZ 2564/22 October 10, 
1948; ISA: HZ 2564/2 October 24, 1948; ISA: HZ 2564/22 November 29, 1948; ISA 49: G 302/110 
November 28, 1948; ISA: HZ 2564/22 December 28, 1948. 
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the Arab population would remain incomplete even after 1949. Bachi offered several 

explanations for the incomplete figures for the numbers of Palestinians and Bedouins: 

firstly, the conditions of the war and the population exchanges among Palestinians 

prevented a full account of the non-Jewish population. Secondly, at the beginning of 

1949, the territorial changes to Israel as a result of the war increased the non-Jewish 

population by 30,000. Finally, Bedouins were hard to count, due to their nomadic 

lifestyles. Robinson, who studies the naturalization process of Palestinians during and 

after the 1948 War, cites three major groups that were left out: 

 

The Israeli census bureau counted roughly 69,000 
Palestinians in November 1948. This figure excluded the 
13,000-15,000 Bedouin residents of the Naqab/Negev 
desert, whom the Interior Ministry’s Registration 
Division secretly left out of the population registry 
altogether. It also excluded roughly 5,000 men and 
teenage boys then interned in Israel’s POW camps, 
roughly 14 percent of all Palestinian males left in the 
country between the ages of 15 through 60. Most of them 
were picked up by the IDF upon the occupation of their 
home locale simply because they were of ›military‹ age. 
The third major group that was not counted in the first 
census was some 40,000 residents of the Upper Galilee 
villages which the army had conquered just over a week 
before (Robinson 2005, p.15).   

 

Robinson argues that the first census was initially motivated by an urgent plan, 

based on a fear of demographic reversal – the authorities wanted to distinguish 

between those who were in the country during the census and those who had 

infiltrated afterwards. Why, then, were so many Palestinians and Bedouins not 
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counted, if the motivation for counting them, as suggested by Robinson, was the 

struggle against infiltration? Based on the evidence presented earlier in this paper, 

common sense would dictate that authorities do everything in their power to include 

all the residents during the seven-hour curfew in the census, so as to avert future 

demands of Palestinians who were not registered to be included. The Committee’s 

entire reason for contacting the CBS was to secure reliable numbers that could offer a 

clear picture of the Palestinian population at the particular moment of the census, 

which could be used as a means of identifying those who should be considered 

infiltrators and deported from Israel.236 The Committee’s members, who expected to 

receive these numbers after the census, were surprised to learn that they did not exist. 

When Shim’oni, for example, understood that his office could not use the census data 

to identify infiltrators, he wrote a letter to five different ministries, alerting them to the 

potential threat to the state’s authority in not completing the registration: 

Since in the last few weeks there has been a increased 
[level of] illegal Arab infiltration – something which is 
dangerous and likely to cause complications, and since it 
is impossible to distinguish local residents from 
infiltrators in order to be able to act against the latter after 
the registration, it is our opinion that the infrastructure of 

the registration is harmful and dangerous and that we 
must do everything possible to carry out the registration 
immediately and without any delay.237 

 

                                                 
236  See, for example: Letter from the Foreign Ministry prior to the census: October 12, 1948, ISA: G 
302/110; October 14, 1948, ibid. 
237 ISA: G 302/110 December 20, 1948. Emphasis in original [Hebrew]; see also same file: December 
7, 1948.  
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The ability to take steps against infiltrators depends on a complete registry of the 

population. In that case, such infrastructure can be quite powerful, and its categories 

can come to be seen as objective over time. On the other hand, if the registry is 

incomplete, a state could mistakenly act against those who are rightfully entitled to 

citizenship, weakening the state’s authority. Shim’oni’s concern was over the inability 

to use the population registry as a clear-cut legal criterion for excluding infiltrators. 

The Minister of Minority Affairs expressed the same concern when he wrote to 

officials at the various branches of his ministry that, in the absence of registration data, 

they should prepare a detailed report on every settlement of minorities, as well as 

abandoned villages.238 Paradoxically, if the CBS had conducted the census in 

accordance with the Committee’s demands, namely that all the villages and 

settlements of Palestinians and Bedouins in the country be included, the vast majority 

of Palestinians would have been eligible for citizenship, or, at the very least, it would 

have been exceedingly difficult to maintain exclusionary policies. 

Robinson rightly argues that the intentions of the Committee in relation to the 

census were exclusionary. They wanted to delineate the Palestinian population and 

prevent illegal returnees from obtaining citizenship. Yet her detailed account also 

convincingly demonstrates the way in which the entire populations of Palestinians 

villages were subject to random eviction and expulsion, even when their residents held 

registration certificates, meaning that they had been registered and counted during the 

census (Robinson 2005, p. 30). Moreover, in order to continue the policy of not 

                                                 
238 ISA: G 302/110 December 24, 1948. 
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granting citizenship to those Palestinians who were counted, (i.e., to make the practice 

of not granting them citizenship legal), the Prime Minister’s Advisor on Arab Affairs 

worked with the Military Government to create a new system of demographic 

regulation. This was the Temporary Residency Permit, later known as the “red 

identification card” as opposed to the blue identification cards held by most Israelis. 

The Permit would enable the government to freeze the legal status of its Palestinian 

bearers (Ibid, p. 69). 

Still, Robinson’s assertion that the registration of Palestinians was the sole or 

central motive for conducting the census fails to consider the role of the CBS and first 

statisticians as a separate group, with interests distinct from those of both the 

Committee and »the state.« The first statisticians were not merely an extension of the 

»will of the state«; among the mundane motivations for conducting the census at the 

particular moment at which it was conducted – first elections, taxes and military 

conscription – was the desire to create a rare representation of a very unique moment 

in the history of Israeli society, after the mass exodus of Palestinians and before the 

mass immigration of the Arab-Jews, while consolidating the country’s Jewish 

citizenry. However, the fact that the Palestinians were not fully represented in the 

census limited the CBS’ ability to create a coherent and well-defined statistical object. 

Yet this fact was not mentioned in most of the documents of the CBS describing both 

the establishment of the CBS in general, and the first census in particular. By glossing 

over the serious methodological limitations regarding the enumeration of the 
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Palestinians from the history of the CBS, the latter contributed to its own status as the 

exclusive and the most comprehensive statistical agency in Israel.  

 

Discussion 

The political and demographic situation of Israel-Palestine in 1948 afforded 

the CBS a central role in the mapping and management of the population. Though its 

role in the formalization of Israeli citizenship is nowhere to be found in the 

historiography and sociology of Israeli society, the CBS was central in the formation 

and definition of Israel’s citizenry, determining who was to be included and who 

excluded. This was not a result of a premeditated decision; the political conception of 

Israeli citizenship was affected by the coercive power of governmental institutions 

such as the Military Government’s control over national minorities, as well as the 

more mundane practices of such agencies as the CBS. This chapter has also sought to 

call attention to negotiation practices, methodological difficulties and the scientific 

ambition to create a pure scientific object that could be perceived as a reflection of 

society, sui generis, rather than an artifact motivated by political interests.   

The case at hand illustrates the way in which a government agency, in this case 

the Central Bureau of Statistics, can be subject to some of the same expectations as 

any scientific laboratory, namely the expectation to produce “objective knowledge.” 

This goal may be threatened by any of a number of factors: political pressure to 

interfere with the statistical representation, or simply the complexity of an unstable 
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and uncertain phenomenon. These factors can interact with the practice of statistics, 

and can even play a role in censuses (Porter 1995). The ethnic complexity of Israel-

Palestine prior to and during 1948 lent a certain political charge to the numerical 

representation of each national group. Ethnic diversity also influenced methodological 

considerations, as can be seen in the decision to conduct an exhaustive enumeration of 

the population, under curfew, at a time when sampling was already a widely-used 

technique in censuses worldwide. Yet it was nevertheless impossible to cover the 

entire population of the country in the census; this weakens the exhaustiveness of the 

census and its claim to »truth.« For the CBS, the perceived variability of the Arab 

population as a phenomenon was an obstacle to precision in representing the 

population, and undermined the objectivity of the data it produced.  

  Conducting the census at that particular time enabled the new state to set the 

citizenry within a dual dimension: territory, and time. The territorial criteria for 

citizenship distinguishes not only between those who belong to the territory and those 

who do not, but also distinguishes between those who have the right to claim territory 

and those who do not. The second dimension is time: the social closure is based on 

temporal boundaries as well. The census called for a temporal accounting of the 

presence or absence of competing groups in the territory. Posing a clear temporal 

accounting constructs the allocation of citizenship, and its exclusions, as universal and 

allows the state to proceed without apparently selectively favoring any subgroups.  

 It is less clear that, in the case of the Bedouin-Arabs and Mizrahim, statistics 

was a technology of power. A tendency to enumerate everything that had to do with 
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human lives was very intensive during the 1940s and 1950s. People were classified 

and ordered according to new categories, and these constituted the composition of the 

new “society.” It makes no sense to argue that “Israeli society” was an invention of the 

statistical imagination, or that statistics only represented those groups that already 

existed prior to the statistical enumeration. Rather, it is important to trace the 

conditions in which the statistical knowledge was produced; how the consolidation of 

“society” required the operation of several practices: that of forcing Bedouin tribes to 

be counted, and thereby making them known to the state as well as to the social 

sciences; removing the boundaries of internal institutions, such as the Muchtar, in the 

case of Palestinians; and, grouping Mizrahim as a unified entity and quantifying them 

according to what was perceived in those times to be the relevant dimensions of the 

Mizrahi character. All three practices, whether conducted with overt power or not, 

were practices that began the subjugation of populations to social sciences disciplines. 

Within the discussion on the role of demographic practices in shaping the 

citizenry body of a particular society, the following case put the first Israeli census in a 

different light: Shortly after the Six Day War, during August and September 1967, 

Israel conducted a general census in the occupied territories. Every person present at 

the time of the census was recorded in a population registry, received the status of 

permanent resident of the occupied territories, and was issued an identity card. The 

status of permanent resident permitted the holder to live in the occupied territories, to 

work and have property rights. Those who were not present during the census lost 

their rights (Goldman 1991). The population registration had far-reaching 
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consequences for the Palestinians. Since the census was conducted right after the war, 

many Palestinians had been expelled or had left the territories; others were living in 

other countries during the war for various reasons. The estimated number of 

Palestinians who lost these rights as a result of the census is 300,000 (Ibid). One 

consequence, as discussed in various reports on conditions in the occupied territories, 

is that the decision to allocate rights to residency and an ID card only to those who 

were present at the time of the census caused the separation of families. Palestinians 

who were absent from the census day were defined as illegal residents and could not 

be legally unified with their families.  

As chapter six has demonstrated, the census is surprisingly similar to the first 

Israeli census and population registration. The similarities between the two censuses, 

which were conducted jointly with population registration under curfew, strengthen 

the questions about the relationships between a scientific organization, like central 

bureau of statistics, and state practices of surveying political minorities. The interest in 

exploring CBS’s role in 1967 grows to be stronger when one considers the fact that 

over the years, since its establishment in 1948, CBS gained high professional status as 

an autonomous organization that has been able to stay indifferent to political 

pressures. The case raises questions on the statistical and political world: 

Whose idea was it to conduct a census right after the war? What were the 

justifications for such a census that constituted the legal residential body of the 

occupied territories? What was statisticians’ role in planning and conducting the 

census? Were there any controversies? What kind of practices were employed by 
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statisticians in order to retain legitimacy in the eyes of their audiences? What were the 

methodological difficulties to create a well-defined statistical object of the population 

so that it could be perceived as a reflection of the Palestinian society, rather than an 

artifact motivated by political and militarist forces?  

In addition to investigating the CBS’ networks and bureaucratic practices, the 

knowledge that was produced as a result of the census should be investigated as well - 

the set of political, economic and demographic categories and classifications should be 

identified as to their “statistical style of reasoning”, a term that was already mentioned 

in the introduction of this work and refers to different regimes of national statistics, 

distinguished by particular sentences, objects, tools and explanations, that define what 

counts as knowledge and what does not (Hacking  1992A; 1992B; Schweber 2000).  
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CHAPTER 7 

REPUBLICS OF STATISTICS 

 

Introduction 

At the beginning of her book Design on Nature – Science and Democracy in 

Europe and the United States (2005) Jasanoff displays the logic behind a comparative 

study of political culture of the three countries under her observation and answers the 

question “Why Compare?” in which she portrays a conceptual and a moral 

justification for a cross-national analysis in the science studies:  

In much relevant literature on politics, there has been a 
tendency to relegate political culture to “other” places and 
times – much in the way that nineteenth and early twentieth 
century cultural anthropologists found culture only in alien, 
primitive, or marginal societies, assuming that their own 
social beliefs were founded on the universals of science and 
reason. Accordingly, political culture has been invoked 
primarily in studies of non-Western political systems or of 
older, premodern politics (Jasanoff 2005, p. 8).   

 

Jasanoff’s comment is interesting since her general critique of S&TS for being 

detached from the political world is not only due to the fact that these studies’ interest 

has been narrow and focused on a middle-range phenomena (Jasanoff et al. 1995), but 

also because they are based on a hidden assumption that cultural or political influence 
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is related to primitive, marginal and non-Western world whereas Western science is 

founded on a more universal principle. This strong argument with which I agree helps 

me to explain why compare between Canada and Israel. There is no doubt that Canada 

belongs to the Western world. Its long political relationships with England and being a 

neighbor to the USA locate the Canadian country in the heart of the Western world, let 

along the spoken language of the majority of its population. Israel, on the other hand, 

is somehow a hybrid country – a country with strong Middle Eastern characteristics 

due to its geographic location and the composition of the population, the Jewish as 

well as the Palestinian. This makes it a third-world country. at the same time, Israel is 

intimately connected to the Western world in various manners, as the fourth chapter 

argues in relation to the origins of Israel’s economy.  

For this reason, the comparison between the two countries is unusual but also 

interesting. The two countries are undoubtedly different while having enough 

structural similarities and juxtapositions that can, hopefully, shed light on the role of 

statistics and statisticians in nation-state building processes. The departure point of the 

dissertation is that every scientific and technological practice and knowledge 

production is connected in one way or the other, and to a certain degree, to the 

political world, to state institutions, or to the culture within which statistical 

knowledge is being produced, regardless of the country’s location on the world’s 

Atlas. Moreover, I am interested in the ways in which local statistical regimes were 

established and became a canon of objectivity, and in the way they were maintained 

and gained their stability through an intimate connection with state institutions. 
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In this chapter I will raise some points that stem from the cross-national 

comparison, not always in accordance with the order of the chapters, and will try to 

answer the question I posed in the introduction, whether the comparison between 

Canada and Israel was justified after all. Rather than reviewing consistently and 

deductively the chapters of the dissertation, I would like to thematically examine the 

main argument of the dissertation about the constitutive relationships between 

statistical practices and institutions such as “ethnicity”, “society”, the “nation-state”, 

“citizenship” and the “economy”.  

 

Biography of Statistical Objects  

In three chapters of this work I argue that the basic practice of statisticians in 

both countries was to define a clear statistical object. This argument is central in the 

case of Canadian statisticians: in order to be able to be part of an international system 

of statistics and to be considered a country with an independent economy, statisticians 

thought statistics within Canada should be standardized. This meant that the statistical 

“object” needed to be unified, clearly defined and to have the same meaning in 

different practices and locations. Similarly to Canada at the beginning of the 20th 

century, Israeli statisticians of the 1940s strove to define at first a demographic object 

of ethnic group – Mizrahim – and later, to define the Palestinian population during the 

War of Independence. While the former was located in a marginal place within the 

Israeli society, the later was in opposition to the boundaries of the Israeli society. The 

consolidation of statistical objects such as national accounts happened only a few 
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years after the establishment of CBS. This common theme of the work requires a 

discussion on the history of statistical objects and their measurement. Put differently, 

the process of objectification, whether of the population or economic practices, can be 

‘biographized’, according to Daston’s book Biographies of Scientific Objects (2000). 

Discussing these institutions through the relevant literature and raising different 

directions for additional research is the main target of this chapter.  

Although the question of whether scientific objects are real or constructed 

seems to be over, it is still discussed in the preface or introduction of books that deal 

with historicizing scientific or technological objects and in particular, statistical 

objects. The focus of the debate is whether these objects are real or constructed, 

discovered or invented. Those who hold the position that identify objects as real things 

with solid ontological status would think that “ethnicity”, as an example of such 

object, is something that existed in the social world without our intervention; it is an 

intrinsic characteristic of a group of people that is observable and identifiable. The 

constructivists, on the other hand, argue that the same object is an artifact, a social and 

cultural construct in a particular historical moment that has no ontological validity as a 

“thing” in the world:  

Both sides of the debate accept the oppositions of the real 
versus the constructed, the natural versus the cultural. 
Hence, arguments are about in which category notions like 
“race” or “quark” belong -- are they real or constructed? 
discoveries or inventions? – not about the categories 
themselves (Daston 2000, p. 3).   
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Desrosieres (1998), Daston (2000) and Mitchell (2002) hold same position but 

avoid questioning the ontological status of these objects. The question, according to 

their approach, should be neither about being fabricated nor being sui generis but 

about their implications. Beyond the fact that oppositions such as those between nature 

and culture have already been blurred in the literature of Science Studies (see Latour 

1993; 2002), the inquiry, argue these scholars, should be on their biographies and 

consequences, while accepting their realness as well their status as artifacts: 

“Although scientific objects lack the obviousness and obduracy of quotidian objects, 

they can be just as heavy with consequences for everyday experience.” (Daston, ibid).   

 

Society as a coherent and bounded object 

Wagner’s essay The Coming Into Being and (Almost) Passing Away of 

‘Society’ as A Scientific Object (2000) is an example for such a discussion. Wagner 

focuses on the middle of the nineteenth century as the time when “society” was 

recognized as a distinguishable entity separated from the state (polis) and the 

individual household (oikos). At that period “society” obtained its strongest presence 

as an object and was a center of debate about its characteristics (ibid, p. 132-4). His 

attempt is to characterize and offer a conceptualization of society without needing to 

presuppose its existence.  One of the questions he raises is whether we can say that the 

existence of “society” depended on that formative period, on the “word” or the 

“thought” of society. Meaning, could we say that naming, describing and ordering 

society was what brought it into being? His answer moderates this subjectivist 
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argument by saying that society’s existence as an object also depended on social 

practices that emerged at that time, as was mentioned above, but he also emphasizes 

the existence of the nation-state apparatus as a significant reason for the emergence of 

“society”: 

… [T]here were few compelling reasons to assume that this 
“society” should show a strong degree of boundedness and 
coherence. The most important of those reasons was the 
existence of a nation-state apparatus that effectively 
focused social practices (along the lines of the politic-
historical and statistical arguments presented above) 
(Wagner 2000, p. 146). 

 

I would like to use Wagner’s general argument for two purposes. The first is to 

discuss the parallel lines between Israel’s demography before the establishment of the 

state, during the 1940s, and the period in which the statistical and demographic 

practices and knowledge were developed in Europe. The second purpose is to connect 

the specific argument in the citation above to the discussion about the separation 

between the “state” and the “civil society”. I will start with the former – “society” as 

an object. 

“Society” is the hardest concept to establish as a statistical “artifact”. Arguing 

about the power of statistics to “invent” society (which is different than to “imagine” 

community a la Anderson) raises sociologists’ doubts, and for that reason I would like 

to challenge my argument with a counterfactual question: In the fifth chapter I raised 

the question about the type of relationships between ethnicity and its representation: 

HAD there been NO recognition of "ethnic" subgroups among Israelis, how would the 
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state administration or the production of the state have been different than it actually 

was?  Most readers, I argued, would see the divide between Jews and Palestinians as 

construed by demographic statistics and as obviously relevant to the political story of 

state building, whereas my dissection of the Jews into subgroups complicates that 

simplistic divide between Jews and Palestinians. The Zionist project was articulated 

through demographic practices of population management, but it also had a role in 

shaping the Zionist ideology as an ideology of internal colonialism – Zionism was not 

only a project of white settlers that colonize the country and its indigenous population 

but also had colonial ideology and practices over their own population – the Mizrahi 

Jews. Demography in that context, prior to the establishment of the state and definitely 

after, scientifized Zionism.  

Parallel to this logic, countering my argument on the constitutive relationship 

between the statistical and demographic gaze and “society” as their object would raise 

the following question: had there been no statistical description of “society” before 

and after the establishment of the state of Israel, would “society” have been different 

than it actually was? Would it have been an entity distinguished from the state with the 

same internal and external boundaries? The answer is yes. Practices such as 

consumerism and mass communication, as Wagner argues in his essay (2000), all 

developed during the 19th century and crossed geographical and national borders, 

brought “society” into being; brought to the public’s awareness the existence of an 

entity that is larger than the small communities where people lived. Thus, arguing 

about constitutive relationship is not an argument about causality, or, at least, it is not 
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my intention to use such an argument; rather, it is an argument about the connection 

and mutual influence between statistical practices and the way “society” has been 

perceived. Following this logic, my intention is not to argue that ethnicity was 

“invented” by the statistical gaze, but to describe the makeup of its constitution as a 

category through which people identify themselves: 

Statistics, he [Quetelet] wrote, is about the anatomy of the 
‘social body’ (corps social). That body obeys laws 
‘existing out of time, apart from the caprices of men’ and 
forms a distinct science of ‘social physics’ (Quetelet 1846: 
263). Whenever we deal with phenomena in large numbers, 
‘the individual will disappears, overwhelmed by the series 
of general facts depending on the causes through which 
society exists and is conserved (Porter 1995b).  

 

With the institutionalization of the very particular categories that Bachi used, 

after the establishment of the state and CBS, the individuals of the Jewish Israeli 

society no longer think of themselves as individuals but as part of larger groups with 

particular characteristics generated from observed statistical regularities. For Bachi, as 

well as for the reformists of the 19th century, only the portrayal of society and its 

groups could reveal statistical regularities and open the way for social reforms, social 

intervention and human engineering. However, the same aspect of the development of 

statistics during the 19th century and in Israel in the pre-state period was also used as a 

measurement of deviant groups by documenting rates of suicides, crimes, poor 

education, low hygiene and disease. While the duality of the new technology of social 

intervention helped to improve human conditions, it had a paternalistic standpoint. The 

conditions under which a “social law” was formulated could be changed with the 
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intervention of the benevolent class, but it also marked the distance between this class 

and the observed class, as I have shown with the case of Mizrahim. Hacking’s as well 

as other descriptions of that period is very similar to Bachi’s activity before he became 

the head of CBS, before the institutionalization and centralization of state statistics. 

His position in the central Bureau of Medical Statistics nurtured these kinds of studies 

with personnel that included nurses, epidemiologists and social workers. 

Another connection, which I have mentioned in chapter five, is the emergence 

of the sociological thinking in Bachi’s work during the 40s as well as one hundred 

years earlier in Europe. Desrosieres (1998) includes Quetelet in a whole generation of 

scholars – Marx, Durkheim, Le Play, Tocqueville and Comte – who confronted the 

disorder and breakdown of the old order as a result of the French and Industrial 

Revolutions: “The aspiration of this new entity, society, objectified and seen from the 

outside, endowed with autonomous laws in relation to individuals, characterizes all the 

founding fathers of sociology, a science taking shape precisely at this time.” (p. 79).  

The fact that 1940s were formative years for the Israeli society add to its 

importance as a period in which new social categories were founded, similarly to 

1840s in Europe. Hacking (1990) describes the first decades of the 19th century as a 

period of ‘avalanche of printed numbers’ – an intensive tendency, especially in 

England, to enumerate everything that had to do with human lives; a systematic 

collection of data about people. People were categorized and ordered according to new 

categories that didn’t even exist before that century. A new perception of how people 

conceived themselves was born: “It had profoundly transformed what we choose to 
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do, who we try to be, and what we think of ourselves” (ibid, p. 3).  

For example, most if not all people in Israel think of themselves within the 

binary categorization of Ashkenazim and Mizrahim. While there are some parallel 

lines between this dichotomy and the religious one of Ashkenazim and Sepharadim, it 

is not identical and the ethnic binarism implies racialization. Indeed, the question of 

‘visible minorities’ or ‘race’, as occupied the DBS of Canada, is a question that was 

suppressed in the Israeli context after the Second World War, but the practices 

reviewed in chapter 5 are indication for the racialization of the groups titled 

“Mizrahim”. Similarly to the way censuses and demographic studies conducted on 

minorities from Asia and Africa in the British colonies that were influenced by racist 

ideologies (Hirshman; Anderson), the ethnic categorization of Jews, who belong to a 

distinct religion and believe to have a common ancestor, was transformed to ‘place’ or 

‘country of origin’ as an indication to one of the two main ethnic categories. Thus, 

although this work is not within the classic discourse of nationalism, it can contribute 

to studies on the consolidation of national identities as fixed reality and on the 

construction of ethnic categories as static and natural rather than contingent and 

fluctuating (Brubaker 1998). 

 

State and Economy 

 The second point I would like to raise in relation to Wagner’s argument is 

about the role of the nation-state apparatus in constituting “society” as a coherent and 
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bounded entity. I would like to elaborate more on this point in relation to the two 

countries. Statisticians in Israel and Canada worked in the examined periods within the 

realm of state’s institutions. As such, I have argued, Canadian statisticians showed 

regulative governance while Israeli statisticians were aimed toward constitutive 

governance.  

Most of the empirical analysis in this dissertation is devoted to showing how 

different statistical practices, whether economic or demographic, attributed to the 

“state” characteristics of a coherent and rational actor. I followed Mitchell’s position 

toward the state which is neither positivist nor subjectivist - he criticizes the 

subjectivist approach for ignoring the existence of the state – and his way of seeing the 

state as a set of institutional arrangements and procedures that contribute to its 

perception of a solid entity (1991, 2002). He discusses the existing separation in the 

literature of political sociology and political science between state and society while 

arguing that the statist approach in these disciplines reifies the presupposed 

distinctiveness of the two (1991, p. 89).  Producing and maintaining the state as a 

bounded and coherent entity is in itself a mechanism that generates resources of 

power. As such: 

The state is no longer to be taken as an actor, with the 
coherence of ‘Who dictates its policies?’ Such questions 
presume what their answer pretend to prove: that some 
political subject, some who, preexists and determines those 
multiple arrangements we call the state. The arrangements 
that produce the apparent separateness of the state create 
the abstract affect of agency, with concrete consequences 
(ibid). 
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Mitchell emphasizes the reification of the state rather than society while other scholars 

focus on society as an object. His approach toward the state, as well as others, was 

introduced in the introduction and it is connected to criticism of the Foucauldian 

concept of “Governmentality”. In that sense the discussion on the separation between 

“society” and the “state” and the constructed line between two coherent entities is 

relevant to this work and, I think, worth being developed further, especially in relation 

to the role of national statistics in maintaining this separation. A parallel discussion 

within the history of statistics and the social sciences is the one on the origins of 

statistics which can also shed light on the Canadian and Israeli experiences.  

The historiography of statistics describes it as rooted historically in two 

traditions that are relatively distinct (Desrosieres 1998; Hacking 1987, 1990; 

Lazarsfeld 1961; Porter 1986; Oberschall 1965). One root is the German, which had 

an intensive interest in the state, in the “political strength” or “matters of the state” 

from which the word “Statistik” is derived (Porter 1986, p. 24). The other is political 

arithmetic, identified with the English tradition, which was active since the 17th 

century and dealt with the population, with “’quantum of happiness’ enjoyed by the 

inhabitants of a country” (Sinclair 1799 in Porter, ibid). Although the German 

tradition was not numerical and disappeared toward the beginning of the 20th century, 

the idea that statistics can be divided between describing the state versus civil society 

was appealing and occupied me from the beginning of this comparative research. Can 

I make a clear-cut distinction, I asked, and argue that Israel has developed statistics 

that were more related to representing state power while Canadian statistics describe 
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“civil society”? Canada had local organizations of statistics that described mainly 

economic activities of their places. This locality seems to be similar to the 

development of statistics in Britain during the 19th century and to the form of ‘political 

arithmetic’. Yet, after conducting the research the answer is not a simple “no”.  

The case of the two countries shows that both statistical systems were a 

product of and a mechanism for creating the centralized state. Nonetheless, the 

question of whether the use of state power has a stronger manifestation in Israel’s 

official statistics than in Canada’s statistics still remains. Canadian statisticians 

worked to establish the standardization of economic statistics within Canada and with 

other countries of the British Empire. These statistics were not about national income, 

a concept that was not solid enough at the spoken period, but on commerce of 

import/export and therefore, one can argue that they were less a reflection of the 

power of the state, especially after knowing the role statistics had in the Israeli 

context, as was introduced in chapter six.  Canadian statisticians, however, were 

motivated by the need to define Canada’s economic borders and to emphasize its 

economic independence as a nation. Statisticians’ ambition was no less national than 

in the Israeli case. Although the first Israeli census is an extreme case of statistics 

involvement in state building processes, in the case of constituting Israel’s economy, 

five years after the state was established, the process, in fact, was to denationalize 

economic statistics. Adopting the international standards for measuring national 

income was, in a way, taming the “national roaring lion” into a “lamb” and part of the 

“herd”. Or in less metaphoric words, Israel had to comply with international 
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prescriptions for statehood and give-up its local economic exceptionism or the 

embeddedness of its political ideology within the economic categories. 

How does the last argument regarding the difference between Canada and 

Israel go along with my classification in the third and fourth chapters of statisticians’ 

governmentality and rationalities of governance? I argued that Canadian statisticians 

were regulating statistical institutions and activities and thus, had a regulative role in 

centralizing the statistical system. Israeli statisticians, on the other hand, constituted 

the economy, the boundaries of society and were active participant in the nation-state 

formation. Therefore, I called this type of governmentality or rationalities of 

governance a “constitutive”. The idea of the constitutive state aims at “capturing the 

state both as a process of formation and as a condition which is always unfolding and 

which is never finished" (Carroll 2007), yet, when it comes to the role of science there 

are few works that are interested in the nature of the state as regulative or constitutive.   

Within these works economies are reviewed as being co-constituted by 

governments, no less than by economic ideas, through practices as statistics. 

Measuring the economy helps to solidify it and to strengthen its reification. Porter, in 

the article “Locating the Domain of Calculation” (forthcoming), reviews the tools of 

making “the economy” and argues that historically, the methods of economic 

calculation “has created systems of oversight and regulation that tend to centralize 

power than to defuse it”. National income measurement is maybe the most typical tool 

for economic planning, for centralization of power, and for making “the economy” as 

a solid entity. I would like to restate my argument and say that although Canadian 
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statisticians were regulating statistical activities through standardization and toward 

centralization, they also constituted “the economy” with these practices, in the same 

way done by Israeli statisticians. 

Chapter 3 describes how the “census and statistics bureau” was transferred 

from the agriculture department to trade and commerce and chapter 4 describes the 

institutional context of the transfer of measuring national income based mostly on 

agricultural production and on the perception of a split economy to economy that is 

measured according to international standards. These two transitions are not identical 

but have similarities as I have already discussed. One of them is the epistemic shift 

from the “will to know” to the “will to intervene”; from a reflection of the economy to 

a centralized planning.  In Israel, measuring the national income was mainly to show 

the absorptive capacity of the country; its capacity to absorb new immigrants and to 

maintain a stable community within the country. Economic statistical numbers weren’t 

aimed to plan or to improve the production of the country, but to reflect its capability 

of being an independent country. This is the reason why the economy was measured 

according to the two national groups and not as one unit. Canada has a similar 

transition when the minister of trade and commerce attempted to create a more 

centralized system of statistics. Also, choosing Coats to be the head of the statistical 

system was due to his position for a central bureau with legislative powers that would 

impose general standardization. Coats opened the possibility to participate in the 

international economic field as a strong actor. Moreover, the change was also a shift in 

the statistical reasoning - it was a shift from seeing agriculture as a domain on which 
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data should be collected in order to know the country, to trade and commerce, which is 

to better the country’s economic activity; a shift in the perception of the role of 

statistics – from reflection to constitution. 

 

Population, Territory and Citizenship 

Earlier in this chapter I have mentioned the two statistical traditions which 

describe the state or the civil society. The concept ‘civil society’ is different than that 

of ‘population’: The former is conceptualized as independent of the state and the later 

is regulated by the state, according to Foucault’s concept of governmentality, or 

constituted by the state according to other works (Carroll 2006; Curtis 2001; Patriarca 

1996). Patriarca in her book Nation and Nationhood:  Writing Statistics in the 

Nineteenth-Century Italy (1996) uses ‘society’ and ‘state’ as dynamic rather then static 

categories; these were distinctive categories that were used by the actors themselves in 

the process of demarcating society as a substantive entity. In the Italian experience of 

nation-state formation processes objects of the German-Austrian statistics were 

organized around the idea of the power of the state and included territory, the 

population (both the material forces of the state), products (economy), and the 

administration of the state (ibid, pp. 66-7). Population in this tradition was 

subordinated to the need and goals of state administration rather than being an 

independent entity, as was in the case of France of the revolution era, where ‘civil 

society’ was an entity that could be distinguished from its territory: “…it was not the 

territory which made the population, but the population which made the territory” (p. 
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79).  

How are these distinctions connected to the two cases at the center of this 

work? I think that the question of whether ‘territory’, ‘civil society’ or the ‘population’ 

was present in statisticians’ worldview is relevant to both cases. As I have already 

argued in the introduction and in the third chapter, territorial considerations were very 

important in Canada at the beginning of the century and in Israel at the moment of 

establishing the state. Charland (1986) in his article “Technological Nationalism” 

argued that the fact that the Canadian territory was composed of dispersed 

geographical units threatened Canada’s capacity to function as one political state. The 

ability of the Canadian nation to imagine itself was depended on creating connections 

between these geographical units and tightening the borders of the country. One of the 

projects that aimed to achieve this goal was building the railroad system which would 

connect Eastern Canada with the Prairies and Western Canada. The other was the 

establishment of a Canadian Broadcasting system: 

The railroad reproduced and extended a state apparatus 
and economy which concentrated power in metropolitan 
centers, permitting the incorporation and domination of 
margins… The railroad did more than enhance trade. It 
permitted the development of a political state and created 
the possibility of a nation. It did so by expanding Ottawa’s 
political power: it permitted Ottawa to exclude a powerful 
American presence from Western Canada and thus 
establish its political control over the territory (Charland 
1986).  

 

 Building one system of statistics, I argue, was motivated by same concerns, 
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though was in a more implicit way than in the case of building the Canadian railroad 

and Broadcasting systems. The question in Canada was, therefore, how to make the 

territory part of the state, under the control of the centralized state rather than part of 

the civil society. The fact that the population in Canada was scattered and 

consequently, developed local political, economic and cultural centers which crossed 

the countries borders, was an obstacle in the way of the Canada to imagine itself as 

one nation.  

While Canada had a powerful vector against the federal state which can be 

called ‘civil society’ as well as provincial governments as rival states, in Israel the 

situation was different. The political leadership sought ways to appropriate the 

territory from Palestinians. The perceived threat was in relation to the state of war with 

the neighboring countries as well as with the indigenous population – the Palestinians.  

In this context the concept ‘civil society’ had no meaning since Palestinians were the 

population that needed to be controlled by the state if not to be abolished. Thus, the 

first census in Israel had a significant role in appropriating the territory and 

subordinating the population. The Palestinians were limited in their ability to move 

within the country and were put under the severe surveillance of a military 

government. The certificates for having the right to move within the country were in 

most cases denied. Torpey (2000) claims that such certificates are state’s invention of 

a mechanism for monopolizing the legitimate means of movements within the borders 

of nation’s territory, or while crossing them (p.1). But unlike Rose who focuses on the 

constitution of the civil subject, Torpey’s account is more about the state’s mechanism 
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of control through the “embracement” of its citizens:  

States have sought to monopolize the capacity to authorize 
the movements of persons…for a great variety of reasons 
which reflect the ambiguous nature of modern states, which 
are at once sheltering and dominating. These reasons 
include such objectives as the …exclusion, surveillance, 
and containment of ‘undesirable elements,’ whether these 
are an ethnic, national, racial…character; and the 
supervision of the growth, special distribution, and social 
composition of populations within their territories (Torpey 
2000, pp. 6-7).  

 

State’s ability to monopolize the legitimate means of movement is facilitated 

by censuses, as happened in 1948, which created the required infrastructure for 

embracing its citizens by granting them with identity cards. The Census not only 

creates an administrative infrastructure, maintains Torpey, it also renders societies 

‘legible’ and transforms them to a form more readily available for governance (Torpey 

2000, p. 12). Religious, ethnic or national groups function sometimes as anomalous 

enclaves to the state (Anderson 1999, pp. 199-206) while censuses help to deconstruct 

their boundaries and to make them, as argued by Young (1998) and Oldfield (1998), a 

commensurate population; members of a chain of unmarked individuals. Thus, not 

only the Palestinian population was subordinated; Mizrahim were put under the state 

gaze, though experienced different practices of subordination. My argument here is 

that Palestinian as well as Mizrahim were “populized”, were subordinated materially 

and discursively to the state. Indeed, the Jewish Mizrahi did not have to worry about 

their political citizenship, as was in the case of Palestinians, but they definitely did not 

receive full social and cultural citizenship (Shafir and Peled 2002). 
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Questions for future research: 

The following set of questions requires further research: The investigation of 

national statistics in Israel and Canada raises several questions that can lead to future 

research: Whether a particular country employs more ‘communal’ epistemology in its 

national statistics than other country with more ‘atomist’ statistical representation. 

Furthermore, can we assume any possible correlation between atomist ways of 

representing society and racial or political conflicts and unrest? Is there any 

connection between the presence or absence of inner political conflicts, and the 

epistemological structure of the statistical representations? Additionally, is there any 

connection between the organizational structure of statistical services in a particular 

country – centralized vs. decentralized – and the presence or absence of ethnic 

conflicts? Chapter three and six give an indication to a particular connection: when a 

specific country experiences social, economic, geographical or national threat over its 

boundaries we may assume that the tendency would be toward organizational 

centralization of the statistical services to create a unified and standardized 

representation of society and to prevent independent developments of local 

organizations that produce statistical representations. 

Basing the understanding of the social world on statistical regularities without 

incorporating in this understanding any social and political institutions keeps the 

analysis within the realm of the individual and hence, puts the responsibility for a 

particular behavior or characteristic on these individuals. In other words, this 
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epistemology supports the liberal ideology, as was expressed and criticized by 

Hacking. Moreover, argues Porter (1986), Quetelet’s social physics, though did not 

eliminate the need for an active state, nonetheless, it supported ‘a liberal, mildly 

bureaucratic politics’ that reduces the role of the state in initiating social change (pp. 

56-7). This liberalism was not similar to the concept of liberalism as developed by 

Condorcet who thought that a rigorous method of calculation is necessary to 

emancipate the individual from political institutions (Rose 1999, p. 201). Following 

this argument I think it would be interested to study national statistics in the light of 

the political regime of a particular country. Meaning, whether official statistics 

represent an aspiration of planning, control and subordination of the population to the 

state or whether it has the intention of “reflecting” civil society, a la Condorcet.  
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