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Evidence of What?
Changing Answers to the Question of Historical Source
as Hlustrated by Research Using the Census

Chad Gaffield

Surprisingly and in repeatedly unexpected ways, historians have
continued to debate in recent decades the central question of their craft: how
can the past be described and explained? At each stage of the debate, the
answers to this question have reflected and contributed to larger
epistemological discussions across the disciplines. The following discussion
examines selected aspects of the twists and turns of recent historical debate by
using the example of research on census enumerations. From the time of the
“new social history” of the 1960s and 1970s to the cultural history of the 1980s
and 1990s, scholars have focused on census enumerations for quite different
reasons and in quite different ways. At the core of this research have been
changing answers to the question of evidence: census enumerations are
evidence of what? In examining the different ways that scholars have addressed
this question, particular attention will be paid to the interactions of historians
with scholars in other disciplines across the social sciences and humanities.
This analysis will focus on Canadian research although scholars in other
countries especially the United States and Great Britain have similarly
continued to debate how census enumerations can support historical
interpretations.

Before the 1960s, researchers did not view the census as a valuable
historical source for analysing Canadian history. In contrast, the government
officials who actually administered the census at the start of each decade since
the mid-nineteenth century believed that they were creating a permanent record
about Canadian society that would, in fact, be used by future researchers to
analyse the patterns and trends of social, economic, cultural, and political
change. As a result, government record-keepers and archivists were charged
with preserving census enumerations and, despite pressures of space and
resources, they did so to a considerable extent including the substantial
microfilming in the early 1950s of original manuscript census schedules
reaching back into the nineteenth century.'

The conviction of census officials and archivists that the Canadian
census should be preserved for historical study proved to be justified during the
1960s when scholars turned to the census for two key reasons: to study
evidence of behaviour and to learn about the historically “anonymous.” Under
the leadership of Michael Katz, David Gagan, and a few other researchers, the
census came to be seen as a way to move beyond the literary sources that

! While the decennial census began in 1851-52, earlier enumerations date from the mid-
seventeenth century. The history of the Canadian census and its availability for research
is summarized in the Report of the Expert Panel on Access to Historical Census Records
(Ottawa: Ministry of Industry, 2000). The Expert Panel included Chad Gaffield, Gerald
LaForest, Loma Marsden, John McCamus, and Richard Van Loon (chair).
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characteristically underpinned the established historical scholarship.? These
sources were now criticized as only providing “impressionistic” evidence of the

thoughts, ambitions, and claims of a small number of official and unofficial -

leaders. The census promised to enable interpretations based not on the ideas of
a minority but rather on the behaviour of the whole society. Partly as a rejection
of the “history of ideas” and intellectual history that had gained considerable
favour among historians by the 1950s, the new compelling questions in
historical debate concerned what was being done across populations rather than
what was being written by elites.

The pioneering studies drew upon the social sciences both for
concepts and methods. Sociology, for example, offered ways to study
occupational structure while anthropology provided methods for analyzing
family and household structures and networks. The basic approach was to count
individual responses to the census enumeration questions and to inter-relate
them with the responses of other individuals as listed in the same dwelling,
neighbourhood, and community. The census thus became associated with
quantitative history as the evidence of individual behaviour was counted up to
identify patterns within class, ethnicity, and gender similarities and differences.

At the time, the research possibilities seemed endless. Each census
during the nineteenth century provided an increasing number of responses to an
increasing number of questions ranging from those focused on personal
attributes such as age, sex, and birthplace to those dealing with the means of
living such as occupation and agricultural production. The ability to examine
the manuscript census returns that were made available by the 92-year
confidentiality policy allowed researchers during this period to move from the
1851-52 to the 1861, 1871, and 1881 enumerations. As a result, researchers
could not only examine one historical moment but could also compare patterns
as well as follow individuals from one census to the next. In this work, a North
American version of micro-history became the preferred research strategy of
scholars using the census as evidence of the historically anonymous. Focused
on specific communities, townships, or cities micro-history sought to increase
the level of interpretation and understanding by reducing the level of
observation. Unlike local histories, micro-historical research treated the
analysis of individuals and groups in a particular time and place not as an end
in itself but rather as a means of understanding larger historical changes
familiar elsewhere as well.> By systematically examining the responses to
census questions for certain enumeration districts, scholars sought to enhance
their grasp of generalized social and economic transformations.

2 Michael B. Katz, The People of Hamilton, Canada West: Family and Class in a Mid-
Nineteenth-Century City (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), and David
Gagan, Hopeful Travelers: Families, Land, and Social Change in Mid-Victorian Peel
County, Canada West (Toronto : University of Toronto Press, 1981).

3 Chad Gaffield, “The Micro-History of Cultural Relations: Prescott County and the
Language of Instruction Controversy,” paper presented to the Canadian Historical
Association, June 1984. The European version of micro-history is discussed in Carlo
Ginzburg, “Microhistory—Two or Three Things That I Know About It,” Critical Inquiry
20, no. 1 (1993): 10-35.
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In unprecedented ways, scholars claimed to be rewriting the history
of modern society by describing significant features of the lives of both the
“famous” and “anonymous.” Micro-histories emphasized the value of studying
popular behaviour rather than elite perceptions, and they challenged established
understandings of key features of the nineteenth century especially
urbanization, commercial development, and early industrialization. In this
way, the census became a familiar source in detailed studies of the specific and
diverse ways in which social and economic change occurred during the
nineteenth century.

One example of the robust and often surprising results of the census-
based, micro-historical studies of the 1970s was the conclusion that fertility
rates declined during the later nineteenth century in both rural and urban areas.
Although the pattern of this decline varied considerably across the communities
under study, the discovery of significantly changed fertility rates seemed to
justify the enthusiasm for the “new social history.” Not only did the decreasing
family size reflect a major behavioural change that was not documented in the
maligned literary sources but it occurred despite the absence of any official or
unofficial support among leadership groups. In this way, the declining fertility
rates that accelerated the growth of mass schooling, new domestic relations,
and numerous other social and economic reconfigurations encouraged scholars
to continue studying the ways that historical change occurred from the
“bottom-up.”

Moreover, the study of fertility further motivated scholars to
undertake micro-historical studies since the initial research projects revealed
considerable variation in the ways and extent to which family size declined
across different groups and settings. This diversity suggested that questions of
family size were addressed within webs of relationships radiating out from the
domestic to larger communities. By focusing on specific cities or townships,
scholars believed that it would be possible to incrementally move toward
comprehensive understandings by comparing patterns of behaviour across time
and space. The manuscript census seemed to be an ideal source for such
comparisons since each enumeration required responses to the same questions
across different communities. Scholars were often frustrated by the fact that
census officials did not simply add but also sometimes changed the wording or
definition of specific questions from one enumeration to the next but, in
comparison to other historical sources, the manuscript census seemed to offer
rich evidence of mass behaviour to an extent that far surpassed other sources.

But soon some nagging concerns moved from footnotes to the top of
the research agenda of many scholars including some of those who had been
most enthusiastic about census-based micro-histories. This transition gained
speed during the late 1970s and through the 1980s and was propelled by
research results that raised questions about each of the key distinguishing
characteristics of the new social history. In the case of studies of declining

* An earlier example is RM. Mclnnis, “Childbearing and Land Availability: Some
Evidence from Individual Household Data,” in R.D.Lee, ed., Population Patterns in the
Past (New York: Academic Press, 1977), 201-28. More generally, see the chapters in
Charles Tilly, ed., Historical Siudies of Changing Fertility (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1978).
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fertility, for example, the complexity of behavioural patterns motivated
scholars to focus increasingly on the possibility that attitudes, perceptions, and
values played key roles in explaining the diverse trajectories across different
groups. The continuing inability of researchers to fully explain fertility patterns
by interrelating factors such as religious identity, occupation, and wealth
inspired greater attention to changing ideas and priorities about which the
census seemed to provide no evidence.

Similarly, the repeated research finding that, with only limited
exceptions, family size was declining at least to some extent across diverse
communities during the later nineteenth century suggested that a macro-level
process was unfolding in these years. Scholars increasingly suspected that this
process involved conceptual changes that lead to changed behaviour.” These
historiographical developments called into question the conviction that the key
to understanding historical change involved systematic study of mass behaviour
through micro-historical research on sources such as the manuscript census.
Rather, interest turned to the possibility that social and economic change had to
be explained in terms of perceptions and attitudes that transcended the
particularities of specific communities and that had to be apprehended through
study of what was said and written.

In this way, the research findings produced during the late 1960s and
1970s undermined the perceived value of the concepts and methods borrowed
from the social sciences. In turn, these research findings encouraged the
scholarly rehabilitation of the literary sources so thoroughly disparaged just a
few years earlier. The result was that the new social history unexpectedly
helped fuel the rise of the influence of the humanities on historians, and the
popularity of cultural history during the 1980s and 1990s. This trend was
reinforced by an increasing scepticism about the ability of the manuscript
census to even provide reliable evidence about mass behaviour. The initial
tendency to take at face value the responses to the various census questions
written on the enumeration forms gave way to growing doubt that these forms
deserved to be studied at all. Using a vocabulary of errors, inaccuracies,
pitfalls, biases, and limitations, researchers increasingly documented the
difficulties of carrying out a census in settings like nineteenth century Canada.
Historical debate moved from early skirmishes among researchers about the
usefulness of specific census questions to full-blown battles about the
evidentiary value of any enumeration for understanding the “anonymous,”
specific communities or social and economic transformations.®

The increasing questions about how successfully census
enumerations were conducted helped to discourage researchers from

% See Peter Gossage, Families in Transition: Industry and Population in Nineteenth-
Century Sainte-Hyacinthe (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
1999), and Kevin McQuillan, Culture, Religion and Demographic Behaviour: Catholics
and Lutherans in Alsace, 1750-1870 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1999).

$ Examples include Alan A. Brookes, “Doing the Best I Can: The Taking of the 1861
New Brunswick Census,” Histoire sociale / Social History, 9, no. 17 (1976): 70-91, and
Normand Fortier, “Les recensements canadiens et 'étude de l'agriculture québécoise
1852-1901,” Histoire sociale / Social History, 17, nos. 33-34 (1984): 257-287.
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undertaking projects that would pursue the interpretations offered by scholars
such as Katz and Gagan, Although some substantial efforts did continue during
the 1980s, more and more researchers turned away from the study of popular
behaviour in specific settings based on the census. Instead, increasing attention
came to be focused on ideas, those in positions of influence, and macro-level
developments, Unlike the earlier history of ideas and intellectual history,
however, the new cultural history followed the “linguistic turn” toward the
view that reality is not perceived but rather is constructed by mental processes.
This view attributed an unprecedented scholarly importance to the articulation
of thoughts not only as expressed in written form but also in all human
creations. While some scholars argued that historical understanding could never
move beyond the analysis of the various articulations of human thought, most
historians engaged cultural history as a new strategy to address the same
questions that attracted attention during the ecarlier “new social history”
especially those posed in terms of the origins of modern societies. This new
strategy characteristically made three assumptions: that culture significantly
explains behaviour; that those in positions of official and unofficial power
primarily cause historical change; and that larger forces significantly frame the
histories of local areas. Clearly, these assumptions contrasted markedly with
the previous emphases on what people did more than what they said, on the
possibility of historical change originating “bottom-up,” and on the need to
lower the level of observation in order to increase the level of explanation.
Surprisingly, perhaps, given the rapidly changing scholarly
orientation, the census soon became a focus of historical research once again.
Now, however, the census was defined as providing evidence of elite
perspectives, values, and ambitions. In this view, it was the census questions
and not the answers that were of foremost historical interest. Census
enumerations were examined not as offering ways to reveal the hidden histories
of communities but rather as evidence of state projects in which those in
leadership positions attempted to enhance their power over large jurisdictions.’
Rather than depicting enumerators writing down the information provided by
householders to questions of general importance, scholars now described how
census officials imposed elite conceptions on the rest of society by designing
both the questions and acceptable answers. While researchers in the 1960s and
1970s had focused on the “taking” of the census, other scholars in the 1980s
and 1990s wrote about the “making” of the census.® Each enumeration was
studied not as evidence of behaviour but rather as evidence of elite political,
economic, cultural, and social ideas. And rather than counting responses to

7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of
Nationalism rev. ed. (London: Verso, 1991), and related works such as Theodore M.

Porter, The Rise of Statistical Thinking (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), and
Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

¥ Bruce Curtis, “On the Local Construction of Statistical Knowledge: Making up the 1861

Census of the Canadas,” Journal of Historical Sociology, 7, no. 4 (1994): 416-34, and his
award-winning The Politics of Population: State Formation, Statistics, and the Census of
Canada, 1840-1875 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001). Also see Patrick A.

Dunae, “Making the 1891 Census in British Columbia,” Histoire sociale / Social History,
31, no. 62 (1998), 223-39.
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census questions, researchers studied the questions themselves as illustrations
of the ways in which governments were attempting to increase and solidify
their power. In this way, the census came to be associated with “qualitative”
research as well as with the “quantitative” research of the earlier new social
history.’

During the 1990s, some scholars remained fully attached to
epistemologies associated with quantitative or qualitative, micro or macro,
social or cultural approaches. Toward the end of the decade, however, many
researchers were attempting to go beyond such dichotomies. Two questions
were at the heart of their efforts: how to build on the strengths of both the new
social history and of the subsequent cultural history to develop an integrated
socio-cultural epistemology, and how to use micro-historical convictions to
underpin macro-historical interpretations. The pertinence of these questions
arose from a growing conviction that ideas and behaviour had to be studied in
holistic ways since they were inherently interrelated in the histories of
individuals and groups. Similarly, historians increasingly perceived deep
connections between the histories of the “anonymous” and the “famous” with
differential flows of influence both up and down, depending upon the historical
context including the relevant distributions of power and influence.

In the case of the census, by the late 1990s the result was new efforts
to examine various enumerations as providing evidence of individual lives that
were both linguistically-constructed and materially-based. The census was now
seen as enabling insights about diverse perceptions and realities relating to
specific communities as well as larger jurisdictions.!! Scholars agreed with the
importance of analyzing the enumeration process and census questions as
related to elite priorities and perceptions but they also increasingly emphasized
that census officials could not simply ask whatever they liked; enumerations
depended upon, at least to some extent, a shared grid of understanding about
both the questions and the expected answers. Such understanding was not
always obtained, of course, but rather than viewing the contradictory and
confused results in these cases as indications of the inadequacy of the census as
a historical source, scholars began seizing upon such results as opportunities to
probe the mentalities of those being enumerated by reading the schedules
“against the grain.”

® For examples of work between the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, see the special issue of
Histoire sociale / Social History, 28, n0.56 (November 1995), guest-edited by Kris
Inwood and Richard Reid including their discussion in “Introduction: The Use of Census
Manuscript Data for Historical Research,” 300-311. Also, see Robert P. Swierenga,
“Historians and the Census: The Historiography of Census Research,” Annals of lowa 50,
no. 6 (1990): 650-73 and, more recently, David 1. Kertzer and Dominique Arel, eds.,
Census and Identity: The Politics of Race, Ethnicity, and Language in National Censuses
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

® For one example of the changing perspectives, see Chad Gaffield, “Children,
Schooling, and Family Reproduction in Nineteenth-Century Ontario,” Canadian
Historical Review 72 (1991): 157-91.

' An early effort to move in this direction was Gordon Darroch and Lee Soltow,
Property and Inequality in Victorian Ontario: Structural Patterns and Cultural
Communities in the 1871 Census (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991).
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In the same way, researchers tended to move away from the idea that
the census enumerations only provided evidence of the ability of those in power
to impose their concepts and to define individuals and groups according to their
own preferences. Rather, the census suggested a sense of inadequacy and
ignorance among officials as well as a sense of comfort and control.’? In other
words, the convictions of both the new social history and the subsequent
cultural history seemed warranted. But the first question remained: how could
the census be read as providing evidence in keeping with integrated socio-
cultural approaches to historical change?

The second question probed connections between the deep
complexity of specific times and places and the overall similarity of key
historical trajectories related to the expansion of mass schooling, declining
fertility, and other features of social, economic, cultural, and political
transformation in numerous (though certainly not all) societies. Scholars
became increasingly convinced that particular times and places were
characterized by both a specificity and a generality within which such
specificity had to be contextualized.”> As researchers acquired increased
appreciation of the diversity and complexity of everyday life, they also
repeatedly concluded that larger forces determined the limits within which the
ideas and behaviours of individuals and groups had to be situated. In other
words, micro-history and macro-history represented different but interrelated
observational levels."

One way to pursue the ambition of an integrated socio-cultural and
micro-macro approach to historical evidence is to apply the concept of multi-
authored sources. In this concept, each source is created by numerous authors
in direct and indirect ways. The appropriate analysis of the census, for example,
can be seen to depend upon understandings of the multi-layered political,
social, economic, and cultural contexts within which enumerations took place.
In recent years, scholars have paid greater and greater attention to the challenge
of developing such understandings as they have become increasingly convinced
of the complexity and diversity of the ways in which censuses were
conceptualized, and how specific questions were formulated and responses
given. Specifically, the nineteenth and early-twentieth century census in
Canada can be analyzed in terms of eight distinct authors:

1) the international community of census officials and advisors who
developed approaches within their own jurisdictions by sharing,
comparing, and debating their plans and experiences;

2 peter Baskerville and Eric W. Sager, “The Census as Historical Source,” in
Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers: The Urban Unemployed and their Families in
Late Victorian Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 195-216. Also see
Peter Baskerville and Eric Sager, “Finding the Work Force in the 1901 Census of
Canada.,” Histoire sociale / Social History, 28, no. 56 (1995): 322-39.

3 Chad Gaffield, “La région: une combinaison spécifique d'éléments non spécifiques,”
in Femand Harvey ed., La région culturelle: problematique interdisciplinaire (Québec:
Institut québécois de recherche sur la culture, 1994), 27-31.

Y In this spirit, see Ruth Sandwell, “Rural Reconstruction: Towards a New Synthesis in
Canadian History,” Histoire sociale / Social History 27, no. 53 (1994): 1-32.
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2) the politicians who consistently approved the census but who also argued
about and influenced its design and operation;

3) the religious leaders who supported, contested, and affected the census in
numerous ways;

4) the business and community leaders who sought to profit from the census
for their own purposes;

5) the journalists who created and reflected elite and popular interest in the
census through considerable coverage especially in enumeration years;

6) the census bureaucracy in Ottawa who prepared for and followed up each
enumeration including the editing, revising, and compiling of results;

7) the enumerators who conducted the census;

8) the respondents whose statements affected to varying degrees what was
written on enumeration forms.

Certainly, these authors as well as others contributed to the content of
each census in vastly different ways and to significantly different extents
depending upon their positions of influence and involvement. And, of course,
the visible results of such authoring in the extant census documents are a
profound simplification of the input of the diverse influences. By viewing the
census as a multi-authored source, an emphasis is placed on the importance of
contextualizing the enumeration process and the specific questions and other
writing on actual census schedules. Each enumeration resulted from complex
interactions of “authors” both directly and indirectly involved in census work.
In this view, the administrative history of each census enumeration becomes
crucial to the appropriate analysis of the evidence produced in various
communities as well as in centralized offices. The important questions range
from decisions about when and whom to enumerate to form design, census
questions, respondent reaction, and subsequent administrative processes.
Research on such questions sheds light on the diverse and competing concepts,
definitions, and objectives that are associated with each census enumeration at
the various levels from the interactions at specific dwellings to international
discussions,"

Beyond analyzing the roles of the multiple authors of census
enumerations is the challenge of interpreting the traces of this authorship on the
actual documents, One way to address this challenge is to systematically
consider the criteria that appear to underpin each evidentiary trace under
examination. In this approach, the ambition is not to evaluate census questions,
responses, or the enumeration process in an abstract way but rather to relate this
evidence to the criteria used in their creation. Five questions can be posed about
each of the groups of authors in this regard:

'S Chad Gaffield, “Linearity, Non-Linearity, and the Competing Constructions of Social
Hierarchy in Early Twentieth-Century Canada: The Question of Language in 1901,”
Historical Methods 33, no. 4 (2000): 255-260; Gordon Darroch, “Constructing Census
Families and Classifying Households: ‘Relationship to Head of Family or Household’ in
the 1901 Census of Canada,” Historical Methods 33, no. 4 (2000): 206-10; and Bettina
Bradbury, “Single Parenthood in the Past: Canadian Census Categories, 1891-1951, and
the ‘Normal Family’,” Historical Methods 33, no. 4 (2000): 211-17.
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1) What are the (often) competing and distinct criteria being used by
different individuals, groups and institutions in determining the census
objectives, enumeration process, questions, responses, and subsequent
handling and analysis:

2) Why are these criteria being used and not others?

3) How do the various criteria change over time?

4) Why do these changes in criteria occur and not others?

5) What are the consequences of the use of various criteria for different
individuals, groups and institutions?

By posing questions about the diverse and competing criteria that underpin
the multiple authoring of the census, scholars are moving beyond the notion of
“right” and “wrong” census questions or responses just as they are abandoning
distinctions between “qualitative” and “quantitative” evidence. Viewing
sources such as the census as multi-authored makes clear that the key
epistemological question is when to take a realist stance rather than how to
choose between constructivist and realist perspectives. Similarly, this approach
enables analysis of the embeddedness of individual and collective histories
within larger contexts that go beyond specific communities.

Questions about authorship and criteria can be posed in the case of
the census to a vast array of sources from the actual enumeration schedules to
the archives of administrative history to newspapers and records of political
debate. The challenge is to situate and relate each of these sources within their
historical setting; in other words, to contextualize them by identifying their
interconnections.'® At the same time, it should be emphasized that the ability to
interrelate the linguistically-constructed and materially-based character of
historical documents will never do justice to the full complexity of the past.
Nonetheless, the move toward socio-cultural epistemologies that attempt to
contextualize different observational levels promises to build effectively upon
the significant research findings that have so considerably enhanced our
historical understandings since the 1960s.

The example of the changing ways in which research using census
enumeration schedules has unfolded in recent decades emphasizes that
metaphysical and epistemological questions are indeed at the heart of historical
debate. Although most scholarly writing reports, compares, and contests
specific research findings, it is the use of new concepts, new sources, and new
research strategies that changes the larger context within which specific
historical studies are undertaken. It is often argued that such innovations come
from outside the discipline of History where researchers are characteristically
depicted as theoretically weak and methodologically unimaginative. In recent
decades, for example, sociologists, anthropologists, philosophers, and literary
scholars have all claimed to have had significant impacts on the changing ways
in which historians practice their craft. The dominant image of historical debate

18 This approach is being used to construct the Canadian Century Research Infrastructure
that will be composed of diverse databases related to the 1911-1951 period. See
http://www.canada.uottawa.ca/ceri.
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since the 1960s is of a discipline being driven by external forces beginning with
the social sciences and moving to the humanities by the 1980s.

In contrast, the preceding discussion suggests how surprising
research findings in recent decades inspired historians to reconceptualize
historical change and to develop new ways of addressing historical questions.
Such innovations have certainly taken place in light of developments in other
disciplines but the result has been more of an exchange among social scientists
and humanists than a borrowing by historians; indeed, the greater influence
may be from History to the other human sciences which have become
increasingly preoccupied with the importance of change over time.'” One
conclusion is that, in order to practice interdisciplinarity, we cannot only
exchange concepts and methods but must also study the same sources
whenever appropriate; no particular type of evidence is the property of a
particular discipline. In this sense, one way to move historical debate forward
toward socio-cultural and micro-macro approaches is to encourage
interdisciplinary encounters through a focus on the same sources and on the key
question: evidence of what?

7 In the case of sociology, see Peter Wagner, “As Intellectual History Meets Historical
Sociology: Historical Sociology after the Linguistic Tumn,” in Gerard Delanty et al., eds.,
Handbook of Historical Sociology (London: Sage, 2002), as well as the stimulating
essays of Andrew Abbott, Time Matters: On Theory and Method (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2001).
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