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Figuring Disparity: The measurement of inequality in historical 
perspective 

 

Workshop Report 
 

8 May 2015, Magdalene College, Cambridge 
 

Organisers 
 
Poornima Paidipaty (Philomathia Research Fellow) and Pedro Ramos Pinto (Lecturer in History) 
 
 

Summary 
 
With the backing of the Philomathia Trust, and additional support for the Economic History Society, 
the History  Trevelyan Fund, and from the Centre for History and Economics at 
Magdalene College, the team organised the first workshop in connection to the project in May 
2015.  
 
The aim of the workshop was to chart the state of the art in terms of the history of the 
measurement of inequality, and bring different sets of expertise (in terms of disciplines, periods 
and regional focus) together to identify profitable avenues for new research, collaboration and for 
wider impact in the public sphere and policy domain. In what was a lively and engaging day, a 
number of themes emerged that will guide the forthcoming work of the project, and serve as the 
basis for a larger conference to be held in 2016-2017 and subsequent publication. 
 
We summarise these themes here, and below these are set into the context of the papers 
presented and the discussions held. 
 
Abstraction, intelligibility and political power: the rhetorical and political power of quantification 
rests with its capacity for abstraction and generalisation in ways that are intelligible to its audience. 
Yet, the process of aggregation and abstraction comes at a cost of portraying complexity and 
granularity. Parallels can be found with the narratives produced by 19th century social reformers 
where the particular or the personal stand in for broader social processes. What are the benefits 
and costs of such generalisations? How do particular abstractions, from the GINI to HDI come to 
define issues, and at what cost? Can the past offer any insights on how to produce measures and 
generalisations (including the visualisation of inequality) that are more transparent, take into 
account causal and contextual diversity and yet retain their rhetorical power? 
 
Sites and processes of production: the processes of categorisation, observation, enumeration 
and calculation involved in measurement do not take place in a vacuum, but in specific 
geographical, political and social contexts. How do these influence the making of measurement? 
What kinds of measurements are created in more or less equal sites of production, and how does 
the ownership of measurement influence the knowledge it produces? Equally, and thinking from 
the perspective of the consumption and reception of the measure  how do different sites influence 
how they are interpreted and used? 
 
Disparity, poverty and equality: the contemporary concern for inequality should itself be 
analysed and historicised. How and why do societies in different places and times frame the issue 
of distribution? How and why do dominant debates shift from aiming towards equality (however 
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defined) to condemning excesses of inequality (however defined)? How do different framings of the 
political subject of disparity condition how societies approach and measure them?  
 
Disparity and the body: the human body is a recurrent site for the measurement of disparity and 
its effects. Anthropometry, IQ and experimental psychology have all been used at different times to 
measure, justify and legitimise, or condemn social and economic disparities. Even abstract 
economic indices can trace their measure to attempts to measure physiological need. What are the 
histories and consequences of such embodiments of disparity? How are biological fundamentals 
mobilised to establish both equality and inequality? And what are the biological consequences of 
such choices? 
 
 

Programme 
 
10:30-11:00  
 

Welcome and Introduction 
Pedro Ramos Pinto (Cambridge) and Poornima Paidipaty (Cambridge) 
 

11:00 Human figures and measuring inequality 
Deborah Oxley (Oxford), Sara Horrell (Cambridge) and David Meredith 
(Oxford) 
 
The fiscal triangle: Corporations and inequality in the twentieth-century 
United States 
Jonathan Levy (Princeton) 
 
Commentator: Martin Daunton (Cambridge) 
 

1:00 National wealth or national poverty? Income tax, statistics and Indian 
economics before Keynes 
Eleanor Newbigin (SOAS) 
 
Measuring food inequality in French Africa under late colonialism 
Vincent Bonnecase (Sciences Po, Bordeaux) 
 
The "First Modern Census of Contemporary Africa": Population counting 
and postcolonial state building in 1960s Ghana 
Gerrardo Serra (Sussex) 
 
Commentator: Poornima Paidipaty (Cambridge) 
 

3:00 Deceptive Data? The New Survey of London life and labour 1928  31 
Simon Abernethy (Cambridge) 
 
Aggregating up to get down: Charles Booth's investigation into poverty 
Mary Morgan (LSE) 
 
Commentator: Simon Szreter (Cambridge) 
 

4:15 Round-up discussion: a research agenda for historicising the 
measurement of inequality 
Chair: Emma Rothschild (Harvard & Cambridge) 
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Extended Report 
 
The workshop brought together speakers from different disciplinary areas whose work revolves 
around the theme, which prompted a fruitful interaction. From a rich and wide-ranging discussion 
we have selected four emergent themes. While these certainly do not exhaust the insights 
provided by the speakers and commentators, we feel they offer a good basis for further common 
exploration. 
 

Abstraction, intelligibility and political power 
 
Morgan, a leading historian of economic methods, used the example of Charles  poverty 
surveys of London (1892-1897, and 1902-1903) to reflect on the process of creating social 
knowledge. Here, abstraction and aggregation are critical processes mediating between 
observation and measurement. How to categorise, what to observe and how to infer hidden 
elements are processes prior, yet foundational, to measurement. Morgan discussed how  
survey, not possessing the means to directly establish the incomes, diets or lives of the people it 
surveyed, built on a process of triangulation and observation of habits to infer statuses that could 
then be serialised, abstracted and mapped.  paper explored similar issues in the 
design and assumptions of the 1928-31  Survey of London Life and the London   
 
Building on the case of the Booth survey, Morgan reflected on the public use of measures and 
particularly on the role of aggregation. Aggregation builds on categorisation and measurement to 
produce stylised facts where there may be a trade off between their political impact and their 
analytical value in exploring causes. As such, large abstractions such as the dollar-a-day measure 
have a strong political power and transferability but also hide the multiplicity of different contexts, 
causes and ways of being poor and suffering from inequality. Thick description and contextual 
analyses of poverty and inequality give us greater analytical power, but make broader comparisons 
harder and are much harder to mobilise politically - although, as several participants noted, such 
modes of representing injustice were a key weapon in the arsenal of social reformers and  

 in different periods. Mid-level modes of aggregation such as Human Development 
Index (HDI - including the recent inequality-adjusted HDI) or the Multi-dimensional Poverty Index 
(MDI) seek to find a balance - but are also complex and not easy to establish. 
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In her closing remarks Emma Rothschild drew on these debates to direct our attention to the 
political implications of different modes for producing measurement. Historians engage in deep 
source criticism and look to understand the mechanisms through which  emerge and become 
established. Yet Rothschild noted how, through increasingly complex modes and sites of 
production that now involve public, private and public-private agents and conventions of 
categorisation, serialisation and measurement, data is increasingly opaque and closed to public 
scrutiny and criticism. This opens up the question of whether and how historians can have 
something to say about the process through which these modes of production have come into 
being, and contribute to a more critical public debate about the measures they produce? Can new 
forms of visualisation help stimulate debate? Equally, can historians be part of the project of 
enabling the kinds of skill sets that publics need to engage with these issues?  
 

Sites of production of measurement 
 
The papers also brought into focus the varying sites for producing statistical knowledge and 
measurement. Whether it is the census enumerator (Serra), survey taker (Abernethy) or colonial 
anthropologist (Bonnecase), the papers highlight not only the importance of location but also the 
centrality of social relations, which crucially delineate and create usable data. Serra in his account 
of the  postcolonial census highlights the extraordinary administrative and social apparatus 
created under Nkrumah to produce what was called  first modern  In addition to 
training and maintaining a large permanent staff, the postcolonial census as a nationalist 
endeavour relied on mass education campaigns employing radio broadcasts, posters and school-
level education. Securing  was one method towards the creation and maintenance of 
viable measures.  
 
Bonnecase and Abernethy, on the other hand, both bring into focus the extraordinary power placed 
in the hands of data gatherers. Writing about the New Survey of London Life and Labour, 

 work highlights the large number of discretionary decisions entrusted to surveyors, as 
they tried to order and rank class membership, in the midst of changing demographic realities and 
social mobility, in London during the interwar period. The surveyor, while subject to a complex and 
hierarchically arranged account of class, was nevertheless largely left at the centre of a difficult and 
invasive survey methodology one subject to the vagaries of personal relations and motivations. 
Bonnecas  paper brings into focus the vast human labour required to measure hunger, not as a 
subjective experience, but as a quantifiable caloric deficit in Togo during the last decades of 
colonial rule. The work of commensurating bodies through the statistical creation of a universal 
body unmarked by location and culture required the transformation of socially or seasonally 
grounded agrarian and culinary practices into a quantifiable account of human need and 
deprivation. Yet such a creation relied on fieldwork that pitted the  abstractions 
against the cultural norms of their hosts and study subjects.  
 
This work, on data gathering, commensuration and the social relations at the heart of enumeration, 
highlight the importance of location, while helping us rethink the relationships between the 
enumerator and the statistical office, the urban and the rural, and the colony and the metropole. As 
Bonnecase points out, the commensuration of bodies through caloric necessity overrides 
important, culturally variant accounts of disparity, but also establishes a universal right, through the 
possibility of being counted. To be counted becomes a way to count, and more importantly, to be 
treated the same as everyone else. Thinking about the mobility and impact of measurement, we 
learned that  census exercise was so significant because it was the first African nation to 
use UN standards; hence the final figures could directly be incorporated into UN population 
measures. As Simon Szreter highlighted in his comments, all of these papers raise important 
questions about the relationship between consent and information, between the enumerator and 
the enumerated ones that are doubly vexing if measurement simultaneously overlooks social 
embeddedness and establishes universal rights.  
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Finally,  analysis of debates on the taxable capacity of India under colonial rule 
highlighted the issues of power and knowledge. The supposed  of the UK and 
Indian economies that were invoked as a reason to develop specific models of taxation and rule in 
India were also ways of constructing and reinforcing difference. In many ways, the  of Indian 

 their wealth or their property was  in the metropole through discussions about 
taxation and productivity. Adapting ideas about income and taxation to the Empire focused the 
colonial  attention on the very narrow proportion of Indians who were considered liable to 
pay income tax (c. 250,000 after WWI), and conversely hiding the issue of Indian poverty. These 
conventions were contested and debated by Indian economists and politicians, in ways that fed 
into the conceptualisation of India and its community of people at independence. Focusing largely 
on the work of the economist K. T. Shah,  work shows us how statistical models were 
not simple aggregative at the level of population, but also crucially helped defined the class and 
social groupings that would remain central to both government planning and popular discourse in 
the decades to follow. In this account, measurement is located at the heart of administrative and 
bureaucratic practices that had already begun to the reformulate social belonging. As such, we 
begin to see not only how measurements are created within a milieu of dense social and power 
relations, but are also constitutive of those relations. 
 

Disparity, poverty and equality 
 
A further thought was voiced in different ways by several of the participants, but perhaps best 
synthesised by Jonathan Levy: the very language and object of poverty and inequality 
measurement has implications that must be considered. Looking back to the debates about 
disparity that animated politics and intellectual life in the late 18th century (namely in the American 
and French Revolutions) Levy pondered how and why we had gone from a concern of establishing 
and maintaining equality to the much less constructive aim of charting income inequality. In his 
own paper, Levy explored this issue in relation to the history of the corporation in the United 
States, and of the means developed by the state to tax corporate wealth. Looking to tax corporate 
profits, the state gradually adopted a managerial form measurement (the  of  on 
investment or ROR) to assess taxable profits. According to Levy, the ROR came to define and 
represent  through the fiscal lens of the state - and is this notion of income, then 
transferred and applied to individuals as well as corporations that has emerged as the basis of the 
measurement of inequality. Levy notes two consequences of this process: the first is its basis on 
the actuarial measurement of returns on investment to fixed capital - which has made the fiscal 
apparatus less able to follow and tax profits in the age of de-industrialisation and financialisation. 
The second is the parallel development of the concept of the non-profit corporation, non-dividend 
yielding companies that are therefore not taxed, but have accumulated increasing power and 
wealth (now accounting for a larger share of US profits than manufacturing corporations) and 
which, following a 2010 US Supreme Court decision, have gained the right to free speech, or 
rather to use their wealth for explicitly political ends (e.g.  United). In this example, as 
Paidipaty reminded us in her remarks, the act of measuring is closely tied to that of power and of 
the creation of a political subject - both in the sense of emergence of income as the fulcrum of 
inequality debates, and in the establishment of the corporation as a legitimate political actor. 
 

Disparity and the body 
 
From the perspective of quantitative economic history, Oxley, Meredith and Horrell discussed how 
modern cliometrics is bringing new methods to measuring past inequalities, but also drew our 
attention to how past societies produced wide arrays of measures through which inequalities were 
understood contemporaneously. Oxley et  presentation on the uses of 19th century 
anthropometric data opened up the day and set up a productive discussion about ways in which 
historians can widen the source basis through which to explore inequality in the past, and establish 
more robust links between past and present inequalities, as well as a solid base for inter-regional 
comparisons, given how biological markers of nutrition and health provide an insight that is less 
contingent and variable than incomes and purchasing power parities. 
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A second strand to the discussion prompted by Oxley et  contribution was to find echoes 
throughout the day: the human body, its needs and development, is recurring and a central marker, 
yardstick and site of inequality around which much of the history of measurement of disparity 
revolves around. This attention to the physiological body is central not only to modes of 
measurement in the colonial world (as discussed by Bonnecasse and Serra later in the workshop); 
but also in early 20th century British attempts to chart urban inequality (as discussed by Morgan 
and Abernethy). We see that throughout the nineteenth century, the body was a central object of 
measurement, and delineating standard  as benchmarks was a crucial act of scholarship 
(see also Bonnecase).  
 
 

Future  plans  
 
The project team is aiming to hold a conference that will build on these themes during the 
academic year of 2016-2017. We aim this to be a medium-sized 2-day event combining an open 
call for papers with selected invited contributors  several of whom we hope to come from this 
workshop. We intend the conference to include commentators and contributors from outside 
academia, especially from governmental and non-governmental institutions closely interested in 
the measurement of disparity and its politics. A core of papers from the conference will be selected 
for publication in an edited volume which will serve as the state of the art statement on these 
themes highlighted here.  
 
During the academic year 2015-2016 the project team will be focusing on applying for funding to 
run the conference. Applications will be made to a number of bodies, including the British Academy 
and the Newton Trust. We expect to be in a position to issue a call for papers around Easter 2016. 
 


