1834-1844:
A Decade of GStatistical Societies,
with some Contemporary Parallels.

Ref. 5401

the 1820°s was a decade of great enthusiasm +or statistics,

possibly matched only by our own times. Puring this period
the demand for statistical data and statistical societies
reached a peal: unparallelled either before or since. (The

demand  foar statistical techniques came later.) The London
(later Royal) Statistical Society (1.8S) was founded in 1834,
some 140  vears before its vounger counterpart, Radical
Statistics. Lest this comparison he thought facetious, |
should mention that one prominent member of RSS Council,
ungiven to radical views, mentioned to me recently, almost in
passing, that "Radical Statistics is really a subsection of
the KSS 1n all but name". This misconception — if that it be

might give cause for concern., but the differences should
reassure  us. Heaven {forbid that Radical Statistics should
sirvive to celebrate its 150th anniversary!

Ihe 1mminent tenth birthday of Radical Statistics prompts the
following thoughis concerning the first decade of the RSS. I
have drawn on two standard histories (Mouat 188535 Banar and
Macrasty 1934) as well as  other primary and secondary
sources, especially Cullen (1975).

[ OUSE and WINDOW TAXES,—At & very |
4.4 numerous MEETING of the CENTRAL COMMITTEE |/
of WESTMINSTER; held at the British Hotel, Cockspurstreet,
on Tueiday, the §th of March, 1834, Mr. WY LD in the chala, |
It was unanimously resolved, ‘That the canduct of Col. EVANS
in the House of Commons, on the subject of the House and Window
v;‘rgxﬂs.i anduhia m{mn'r‘llce tto' t.l:: gn mt'ctg? Cof ‘l:llilt t:omutucntﬂ,
eminently entitle him to the ¢ s of this Committee, - =
r 2 T WILLIAM LINSELL, Secretary.

§TATISTICAL SOCIETY.—A PUBLIC |
Y MEKTING will be held THIS DAY, at the Rooms of the |
',-tlurllcultuml‘ Baciatxl | Ragm?t-_ltr?cg the| Most. Noble the Mur. ’
Fquis of LANB&)OW in the chalr, for the purposs of establishing |
o HTATIGTIOAL BOCIETY in om;oa-. for ‘the collection aud ||
olassificatiop of all facts illustrative o present condition sud

the
prospects of soglety, The chale will be takeniat § o'clock p_rw:iulg.

gv order of the Committes, J. K, DRINKWATER, Hon. Sec,
1, Dovsetstvest, Manchester-square. |

Sr. MAKY NEWINGTON, —Burrey.—At & |

VESTRY MEETING of the Inhabitants of the above-ns

Parish, held Yn the chmﬁ-mom. on "Vai ay, the 13th day of

March, 1834, to recelve the Report of the mittes aprolnted in

Vestry on the 8th day of May last, jn refergnce to the klouse and
indow Tax, also for the purpose of petitioning the House of [

mommﬁt;l reapocting the same, aud for other purposes counected |
srewith ¢ | |

1. Advert for inaugural meeting of LSS (15.3%.183%4) in The Times.
Adverts also appeared in the Morning Post, Herald, and Standard.
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The LSS was not bha first Stat:st:cai Society. Itas Manchester
couriterpart had “been founded the previous year, and Nassau
Senior and other Benthamites had proposed a “"Society for the
Collection of Facts" in. 1831 (see my article in the last

Negglatter). An earller, possibly (wenite, 155 also existed
' th "826’55 and the second LSS clearly sought to profit
“Its Council wrote to Cesar ‘Moreau, who had been
¥ sp:rat1nn for the first LSS, and asked for “information
"as “td  the manner in which other But;et:es have proceeded}
--.tWwe are) amxious to profit by their experience, to
endaavour as much as possible. %o _cnmblne what is
advantageous, and to avoid what has been observed to be
prqgud1c1a1" (.55 Letter Bopk 18, 21.5.1838).

Willcox (1934) listed fifteen statistical societies founded
between 1834 and 1844,  along with several earlier ones
{including the French Statistical Saczety later abolished by
Napoleon, and those of Wurtemberg, Marseilles and Saxony). Of
particular interest to us  are the British provincial
societies which existed in Aberdeen, Barnsley, Birmingham,
Bristol, Doncaster, Dublin, Edinburgh, Bateshead, 6lasgow,

Blasgow and Clydesdale, Halifax, Hull, Leeds, lLeicester,
Liverpool, Manchester, Neucastle, Nutt:ngham, Fortsmouth, the
Potteries, Sheffield, - Tavistock, Tonbridge,  Ulster,

Worcester, and passxbly elsewhere. Unfortunately, few of
these societies survived their first decade. The LSS Council
wrote "it is not without regret-. that (we) witness how
‘ephemeral is the existence,. or: transxtury are the exertions,
S of the local. Statistical Societies generally” (LSS Report,
.1844—451 They also recommended that where  Feliows in the
country. were 5uff1caently numerous, these should unite as a
“"local committee". (A similar idea. has been: much. mooted but
little implemented in Radical Statxst:cs.iu -

It is. of 1nterest tn note that, desp:te the proliferation. nf
provznclal -statistical sac:etzes, the LS5 continued to
attract provincial members. in December 183? for example, 11
out ‘ef 28 Fellows elected came from the provznces, 1nc1ud1ng
Narthumberland (5) and Glesgnw {2). :

Df any learned snc1ety - and also uf Radlcal Stat:stzcs - nne
m1ght ask the following:

What snc1al factors and 1nd1v1duals were assucnated -thh
its Fnundatlone

What sﬁtzal facfurs and 1ndlv1duals were assnc:ated Hlth
its contindation or decllne? o '

What were the society’s act;v1t1es,'and tn what extent
are these accufately reflerted in the dnaumeutary ev:dence9
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The use of documenlary evidence

The last guestion is particularly pertinent, because
statistical histories tend to use official docunents. Hill
(1984, p.131) relies upon the RSS Journal: “By their fruits
ve shall know them", he claims. But what are the "fruiks” pf
a society?. The JRES was not intended to be a historical
document, and if given undue emphasis it is potentially
seriously misleading - what reliance zould ke placed upon a
histary of Radical Statistics which RET=T soilaly oeer
publications or Newslettsr?

The original records of the LS8 {(Minutes, etc.) go far beyond

the Journal in providing insights. I mention just four.

First: in ‘the early vears, verbatim details 0¥
correspondence, both incoming and outgoing, were kept in a
"Letter Book", and sach item came to Council for comment snd

approval. Second: the Society™s Ffirst emplovee was a
Collector who was allowed 5S% on each sobscripbioe ha
obtained. (This may have been common practice at the time - a

similar =situation is reported in the records of the Halifax
Mechanics®™ Instituticn.) Third: the relalive operness of | the
Society’s admission procedures led to probless vis—a-vis more
"professional” bodies {is this not still true todav®i,
including the "blackhalling” of a Fellow of the Institute of
Actuaries. Fourth (and | apologise if this is regarded as in
political bad taste): an early Assistant Secretary of  the
Society was sacked in 1859 bhercaiice of “"vertain
embezziements", totalling £47.15.5d0 - he had been caught with
his hand in the till, and the unfortunate®s name was Edward
Tudor Scargill (Council Minutes, 26.5.18%59).

The drive to greater efficiency

To return to the questions posed above, it may be conjectured
that one social force which assisted the creation of
statistical societies in the 1830°s was the drive lowards
greater efficiency. Hobshawn (1248, p.79) has indeed called
arithmetic “the fundamental tonl " of the industrial
revolution., Certainiy ERabbage, a key figure in the creation
of the 55, was the son of a banker, and efficiency and
accountancy wer & his watchwords., 1832 had seen his
publication of On the Economy of Machinery and Manufactures,
and his c¢alculating “engines" were part and parcel of the
econmiies of scale required by expanding capitalism. However,
in other respects the dominant interests of the Societies may

have run gounter to this tempo ot the times. fhe emphases
placted wpon investigating poverty, bousing and education
placed tocus upon pnegative aspects of industrialisation and
wbanisation. If emphasised, surh concerns would, in
capiltalist terms have tended to place A brake Lpon

efficiency. One might aven ‘argue that early statisticians
acted in favour of the ancien regime and inefficiency. This
certainly would explain why so many Societies swiftly died
out - they attempted to stand Canute--11ike against
overwhelming economic foroes.

An alternative point o view would asrgue that the
stastisticians emphasised survival rather than efticiency -
they realised that sowial evils such as poverty could, if
uitabated, lead to the overthrow nf the very system that
etticiency was designed to protect.
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3. The BHenthamite (7)) Statistical Journal - Prospectus

STATISTIQAL JOURNAL,

Rerory of Wseful Hrowolevae,

On the Ist of October next, will be Published,
PRICE TWO SHILLINGS,

The First Nwmber of a new Monthly Periodical JWork, 1o be called the
< Statistical Journal, and Record of Useful Knowledge.”

Puklished wir Yo. 12, Wellington-street North, Strand,
wwivere Grders and Advertisements are recolved,
‘(Letters to be Post Paid.) ' '
London, Aug. ﬁ'b, 1857

f_‘:::.u;:l._mnm and Salmon, Printers, Crown-court, 72, Fleet-street.

Fublications

Initially, the LLSS7s published transactions were relatively

meagre, although a Statistical Jownal and Fecord of Usetul
knowledge {(undoubtedly Jlinked with the Benthamites via
S.D.U.K.) did appear independently for a while. Unpublished
letters indicate that the publisher, one Charles Ross,
invited the LSS and its Manchester counterpart to publish
their Froceedings in his journal. Manchester cautiously
srcepted,  while London declined. Thus it happened thal from
May 1838 the LSS Jpurnal began to appear under the Society's
DWn auspices.

This was when a new wave" of activists had entered the
society, and the "old guard" (Malthus, Babbage, Drinkwater,
Jones,  Senior) bhad died or withdrawn. Oniv Hallam and Tooke
of the original founders remained active. (May  we find
counterparts in the history of Radical Statistics?).

Survevs of education

About  this time surveys of education began tn appear. Thev
were  modelied on the investigations of the Manchester
Lo ety and letters exist in the Manchester Central Library
showing extensive communication between the two  hodies. e
FEducation  Committes of the L85 was so active that edocation
proved a dominant theme in the Journal wuniil TO4%,  when the

Lommittee went  into abeyance. However, the interest of the
Commr bhee was education, not curriculum - the statistics of
soducation  vabthose than statistics educabion. {ither . Mo &

“protessional” podies, such as  the Institute of  Actuaries
were to bake this  latter focus. {IThe Society’s archives
reveal that a Committee on Statistics in Schools was  founded
around 1870, but that will bhe reported on separatelv.)

By 1344 Bhe enthusiasm for education had declined.
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Babbage and the BAAS
Thus Far, 1 have considered the history of the LSS pretty

much in iselation. That, of course, can only wmislead. What
BSSRS is to Radstats (pne might say), the British Association

4o the . Advancement ' of Science (BAAS) was to the LSS ~ only

more so. f
The BAAS arase out of a frustration +Felt with the Royal
Society by many who objected ta the rejection of Herschel”s
candidature for president in 1830. Baggage armf his friends
were central in the formation of the BAAS, although he
himself did not attend the inaugural - 1831 Meeting in VYeork
(Hyman 1982, p.150), In 1832 ., at Oxford, his attempts to
tound a statistical section were balked (Morrell and Thackray
1981, p.?@ii, although FMouat (1885} does .date Ehe seclion
Ffrom that date. Little is tnown of the shortive 1832 episode:
Babhage ignores it in his writings, preferring to concentrate
an  the more successful 1833 meeting in Cambridge., when the
Statistical Section was +finally established, although not
wi thout subbertfuoe, B ' :

Babbage was a compulsive founder of institutions. The
Anal ytical Society at Cambridge, his "monument of youthful
ambition”, derived From a jest made to a fellow-student
(Enros 1983, pp.27,42), and one wondérs what other Societies
may have resulted from his or others® less—than-serious

suggestions. Indeed, the accepted account of the BAAS
Statistical Section”s  foundation (a sudden inspiration
accurring as Babbage walked across Trinity quad) rings of
whimsy as much as truth. Enros (1983, p.44) also has urged.
that Babbage’s autobiographical accounts should be used with
caution — his memoirs reek of tongue-in-the-cheel.

However , despite his historical unreliability, Babbage
Clearly was a most congenial character (Hilts 1978, p.33). He
dressed brightly, and the colour of his emerald green
waistoaats gave apparently  unwitting offence to some
attending the Dublin Meeting. About the same time he r enewed
an interest in fairground automata - surely a topic worthy of
Mudfog -~ and spent £35 pn a mechanical dancing lady which he
had admired as a child (Hyman . 1982, pp.174-5). Closing one’s
eyes and stabbing, there is perhaps here a line of descent
from Babbage’s dancing lady via his differential engine, via
the wmusic of the Bransviga which 1 am just old enough to
rememstrar, and thence to the present—-day computer.

cwrstical torces and aristgcratic interests

The political composition of the early statistical community
remains ko be fully investigsted. Babbage stood for selection
as a liberal pariiamentary candidate, but he may ‘have been
atypical. Aristocratic interests were certainly well
represented - the Fresidents of the Society dwing the first
decade included s Marguis, a Baronet, an FEarl, and twn
Yiscounts. This suggests that statistics may have beenn an
intellectual WEADON of the old guard, representing
aristocrats and landed gentry interesks rather than the
oy adus bive efficiency required’ by the nsw indusirial
capitalism — spent ocut amateur forces rather than the riew
protessionals, Sent!lemen rather than Players, Moreover,
Babbage eniouwraged this. In a letter to Farr he euplicitly
stated his wish to establish the Statistical Section of the
British Association, because “there was no section to
interest the landed proprietors" {(JRSS 24, p-412). This
doubtless also entered his rationale for founding the LSS,
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Numerists and ameliorists
However , to return to the Statistical Section of the BRAS, a
conflict soon  arose betbtween swmerists and ameliorists. The

former regarded rnuembers B valuas—fras, pure, =1
non—controversial - Aliis exteranduwn., as the LS5 motto put i
("that others might IThresh"), The amelici-ists (centred an
Bristol and Manchester - the Germsn larguags has & category

known  as  “Manchesterliberslen’ ' wers  cocisl artivists -
Fabians of their dzy, berd hankers  and  iredasirisists  rather
than tnteliectuals. They tearai sen0l &l nitheaval
{("Sansculottism™y, and social impravement was Lhe sole ramedy
~ and  social improvement  reoguireid social copvhr ol whii oy
required social  indicators which reguired ooahers, numhears,
fmmbers.

In 1837 the BAPAS Mesting a0 Bristol tntervenasd i & Tosal

strike. fr 1858 (Liverpoocli the Mancunians  ssid  soone
critical fhings abont the Liversudlian sdocat ol =vatam

amelinrists cribicising e 1 shs, frn 1T840 (Gl asgoas)
outsrder s criticised the laswegian pauper  system. Hys

Fresident-elect,. Whewell, strongly deplored all this activiasm
~ i & letter he stated bthat it "involved suart] ¥ what 1t was
most Necessar y angd  most  ddesired to sccliade from o
mroceedings. . (and was) inconsistent with  the objects  and
character of the Association". In reply he was reminded thal
"The Statistical Section has always besen a ditticid bt card  te
play” (Morrell and Thackray 1981, pp.291-295),

Observing this, one wonders sbout ibs mptications for the
statistigal societies. Did the Gentlemen fesl that their
vital interests were threatened by the linking of statistics
with public contention?.

_ To spenk po-'
liticolly, there are few persons who,since the French revolution, are 1ok
aivare of the formidable power of Sansculotiismiea power everlocked and
almast forgotten in periods of tranquillity, but which, neverthcless, exists
in its miserable abode, and is ready, at any season of public weakness
and agitation, to sally forth to its work of destruction—a power, indeed,
o formidable as to %ive rise to the opinion that many imperfections in
the government and laws of & country, and in the mode of administering
themjought to he endured, rather than fun the risk of disturbing the
slumbers of a monster whose waking hours- are spent in such fantastic
atrocities, At the same time, it is admitted; that this power is not always
the same, © Qur own couniry lins witngsherl mighty revolations, which
have, neverthcless, been unstained hy those lienrt-sickening horrors
which signalized the national donleversement in France.  “The question
then arises, what are the influences that increase or dimivish the sangui-
nary character of this occult power, or its capncity to do evil?  May
not remedics be applied which shall go far to extinguish its existence—
which shall therefore place 8 man’s liberties, aud his honest title to the
social comforts he enjoys, on & much more stable foundation—and which
shull render practicable an amelioration of our statutes which the present
state of things utterly precludes? In the solution of this question, the
facts collected by the Statistical Society will not he without their use,

ra

4. Fears of "Hansculobbid

for bhie Stabiwsbo:

Spcieby ob bBristaol (ng"-‘i’)

am® ., evnpsssed o oan adih eus
i
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The role of Svkes : : :
A crucial personal link between the BAAS and the L85 was

provided - by Colonel William Henry Sykes. His proposal led to
the creation of the LSS Education Committes in 1837, and inp
the L|SS he played an ameliorist role. Yet in the BAAS he was
put forward in 1840 as a President who "would ngt permil (the
Statistical Section) to deviate from their skraight path of
numbers® - a npumerist if ever there was one (Morrell and
Thackray 1981, p.290). Sykes® role in the  two  organisations
seems slightly contradictory, and merits turther
investigation. He it was who - dire precursor of worse (o
come  ~ First introduced mathematical symbolism o the
dJournal, and he it was, along with Guy, Bowring, and others,
who took the LSS out pf its first decade and into its second.
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6. Extract the square root of 6z — 28 4+ 492 4 % - l?z’.." And add
1 . 1 1

¢a—ba~cbte b-ab—catc c—eoc-batb

5. The first oncowrence of mathematiﬁgi symbols in the LS5 Journal -
in & paper on examinations set. by the East India Company (1845)
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