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Higtory of Indian Census

Theearliedt literature, the Rigveda, makesit ‘clear
that population was scanty and spread over wide
areas in smdl villages, the Brahmana literature
around 800-600 BC revedls that some of the
villages had grown into towns and capitas with
an urban mode of life.

The Buddhist literature indicates that
between the 7th and 4th centuries BC the
economy of Indiawas comparable to that of the
later middle agesin Europe. Craftsand commerce
wereflourishing and were highly organised. Inan
ordinary town there used to live 30 to 1000
families and about 20 such cities existed in
Northern India.

The existence of dense population was
confirmed by Alexander’s army, which invaded
Indiain 327-26 BC. The records of Chandra
Gupta (321-297 BC) show that there was a
sanding army of 700,000 men, the maintenance
of which must have required a substantial
population. Under Ashoka (274-236 BC) the
Indian civilization reached to a very high point,
basad on efficent adminigration, the use of written
commands, and abundant commerce etc.

From the aboveit can safely be concluded
that beforethe Chrigtian eralndiahad asubgtantia
population. Attempts were dso made to collect
the population data from very early times. The
celebrated ‘ Arthashastra’, the Principles of
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Government, evolved by one of the greatest
geniusesof palitical adminigration, Kautilyaduring
the days of Mauryas in the third century BC,
prescribed the collection of population statistics
as a measure of state policy for the purpose of
taxation. It contains a detailed description of
methods of conducting popul ation, economic and
agricultural censuses. During the Moghul period
extensive records were used to be maintained of
land, production, population, famines, etc. During
thetime of Akbar the Grest, another bright period
in Indian history, the adminigtration report known
asthe Ain-i-Akbari included comprehensive data
pertaining to population, industry, wesdlth, and
many other characteristics. However the
population counts, the importance of which was
s0 well recognised in the ancient days of good
Government was neglected during the medieva
period when the history of the country was aso
somewhat disturbed. But again with the system
of modern government developing, the need for
a fairly accurate account of the population was
fdt.

For obvious reasons, such as defence,
collection of revenuesand taxesand employment
of population in profitable trades and services,
the East India Company was anxious, soon after
the Restoration in England, to obtain reliable
edtimates of population in its Indian settlements.
Mordand, thefamoushistorian estimated thetotd
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number of Indiansin 1600. For numericad basis
of caculaion he based his sudies, in the south,
on the strength of the armed forces and in the
north on theland under cultivation on both of which
subjects contemporary figures were available.
Indirect estimates had been made, for example,
of Fort St. George, Madras, for 1639 and 1648
by comparing revenues in 1639 and 1648, and
for 1646 by adding reported famine degaths of
1647 to the estimate of 1648. Captain Thomas
Bowrey who arrived in Madrasin 1669 made an
estimate of the Fort in 1670. A Dr. John Fryer
was gppointed surgeon for duty a Bombay at
the end of 1672 shortly after he had taken the
degree of M.B. at Cambridge. He was evidently
expected to make gatistical enquiries, for his
estimates of Masulipattam, Fort St. George,
Madrasand Bombay. Inquiriesin the 17th century
like Sr William Langhorn’'s, Captain Willshaw's
or Elihu Ya€'s, were in the nature of deductions
basad onitemslikerevenueor quit-rent. A Census
is mentioned having been taken in 1716 of
Bombay, probably embracing only the Fort and
aportion of the Idand. The unsettled condition of
the country, following the disntegration of the
Moghul empire, did not offer favourable
conditionsfor systemetic estimates of population.
An estimate made of the company’ s possessons
as late as the 1780's was discounted by H.T.
Colebrooke. In 1798 the Collectors of Bengad
and Bihar digrictsfurnished groundsfor estimeting
22 millions, but Sir William Jones, the great
Orientaig, in his preface to the trandation of Al
Sirgjiyah, hinted at a higher figure. H.T.
Colebrooke, in Chapter-11 devoted to
‘population’ of his Remarks on the Husbandry
and Internd Commerce of Bengd (1794) has
gone on record as a pioneer in the gpplication of
sample surveys when he observed, “First-An
actual assessment (theresult of an officid enquiry
in the province of Puriniya) found 80,914
husbandmen holding leases, and 22,324 artificers
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paying ground rent, n 2,784 villages (mauzas)
upon 2,531 square miles. Allowing fiveto afamily
thisgives morethan 203 to asguare mile; and for
the whole of the Dewani provinces, at that
proportion, it gives a population of 30,291,051;
or including Benares, 32,987,500; sincethearea
of Bengd and Bihar is149,217 square miles, and,
with Benares, not less than 162,500. But it must
be remembered...” with which he goes on to
make meticulousreservations, for and againg both
lower and higher figures, which set up his
methodology as a model for Dr. Francis
Buchanan-Hamilton to copy in 1808, when he
began his celebrated Satistica survey of didricts
of Bengd and Bihar.

Sr James Rendl had in the meantime
completed his stupendous surveys, which hel ped
to relate population to defined territories.
Regretting that ‘in Indiag, no bills of mortdity, nor
registers of births, marriages and burids, afford
data for caculation’, H.T. Colebrooke built up
an ingenious system of saf-checking inferences
based varioudy on area, dendity, sample counts,
persons per household leases, ground rent, land
under cultivation, area under each tillage, rent-
rolls, and the yield and consumption of articles
like ceredls, pulses and sdt. Buchanan-Hamilton
applied Colebrooke's method and in severa
cases improved upon it by resorting to extensve
sample counts-hisempirica way of discriminating
between samples is most instructive-and his
accountsof the northern districtsof Bengd contain
some of the mogt reliable population estimates
for thefirg two decades of the nineteenth century.
Equdly penatrating and vaid are his comments
“On the population of the digtrict and the causes
which operate on itsincrease or diminution.”

Meanwhile, England had begun her
Census series in 1801 and the parliament was
anxious to ascertain the populations of
dependencies. It took sometimeto plan and carry
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out systematic censuses, but the counts taken
between 1820 and 1830, even though they do
not satisfy the requirements of amodern census,
were some of the best estimates that any country
could have under comparable circumstances.
Some of the finest are Ward and Conner’s
Memoir of the Survey of the Travancore and
Cochin States (1816-20), Richard Jenkin’'s
Report on the Province of Mawaand Adjoining
Didricts (1822), Thomas Marshdl’ s Pergunnahs
of Southern Mahratta Country (1822), W.H.
Syke' s returns on the Collectorate of Khandesh
(1827), D.A. Blane's statistica reports on the
districts of the province of Kattywar (1831), and
R. Montgomery Martin’s compilation, Statistics
of the colonies of the British Empire (1839). It
may be mentioned in passing that Montgomery
Martin obtained corroboration of the estimate
made in 1822 by Henry Shakespeare of the
Lower Provinces of Bengal Presdency from
Dwarakanaut Tagore, Rabindranath Tagore's
grandfather:

‘| obtained it in Indiafrom Dwarakanaut
Tagore, a Hindoo of an enlarged mind, a most
generous dispostion, and a truly British spirit.
Dwarakanaut Tagore was then at the head of the
sdt and opium department at Calcutta, and had
perhaps the best means of judging as to its
correctness of any manin India; he consdered it
asafair estimate for 1820 or 1822

Of the greatest technical and
methodologica interest by far of this period are
‘the censuses' made of the town of Allahabad
(1824) and the city of Benares (1827-28) by the
great James Prinsep, FRS, and of the city of
Dacca (1830) by Henry Waters. Walter’ scensus
was perhapsthefirst complete censusof an Indian
city, which dassfied the population by sex and
broad-age-groups, the houses and structures by
building characteristics, storeys, other amenities,
lodgers and inmates, and the population again by
as many as 132 caste-occupations.
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The second census of Fort St. George
Presidency wastaken in 1836 -37 and it was not
until a decade later, that is, in 1849 that the
Government of Indiaasked theloca governments
to establish, by means of thar revenue officids,
quinquennial returns of population. This
“inaugurated (in Madras) a system of periodica
stock-taking of the people, which continued down
to the time when the Imperial Census was
ordered. The first of these returns was taken
during the officid year 1851-52, the second in
1856-57, thethird in 1861-62 and thefourth and
last in 1866-67. The quinquennial Census of
1871-72 was merged in the Imperial Census of
1871.” “Thus’, continues Dr. W.R. Cornish,
FRCS, Superintendent of Census Operations,
Madras, 1871 in page 3 of Volume 1 of his
Report, “It will be seen that within a period of
twenty yearsthe population of thisPresdency has
been counted, more or less efficiently on five
occasions, and it becomes no cause for surprise
that the fifth counting should have involved no
more political anxiety to the government than any
of the former enumerations. Asremarked by the
Madras Government, ‘ There is nothing nove in
theided of aCensusinthisPresdency, and there
ISno reason to anticipate any difficulty in carrying
out the wishes of the Government of India’

The northern provinces were not so
fortunate. The North-Western provincestook thelr
census in 1852 under G.J. Chridtian, and it is
interesting to note that J.D. Sim’'s Scheme of
quinquennial censuses for Madraswas based on
the North-Western Provinces scheme of 1850.
TheN.W.P. Censusof 1852 ‘wasaregular house
to house numbering of all the people in the
Province a one fixed time - viz., the night of the
31st December, 1852'.

Under Statistical Despatch No. 2 of 23
July, received from the Home Government, inthe
year 1856, the Government of Indiahad entered
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upon a consderation of the means by which a
genera Census of the population of India might

be taken in 1861. But the undertaking was
postponed in 1859 in consequence of the
Mutinies. In the North-Western Provinces,

however, acensuswas conducted on 10 January,

1865 by W. C. Plowden on ‘the principle that
the popul ation should be determined by an actud

house to house enumeration to be made on the
same day throughout the province, distinguishing
the sexes, the two great creeds, and classifying
the people according asthey followed agriculturd

or non-agricultural occupations, the different

occupations and trades of the people, and their

various castes . The censuswas dso required to
collect information on ‘the settlement of the
severd prevailing cagtes in the different parts of
the country, their origin, and the manner in which
the subsidiary castes had separated themselves
fromthe parent stock.” It wasa so thefirst census
to attempt a detailed age classfication of the
population. A similar census of the Central
Provinces was taken in November, 1866
followed by one of Berar in 1867. A census of
the population of the Punjab Territories taken in
January, 1855 wasfallowed by ancther in January,

1868, while acensus of Oudh wastaken in 1869.

Censuses of the cities of Madras, Bombay and

Cdcuttahad, in the meantime been takenin 1863,

1864, and 1866 respectively.

Statigtical organisation moved fadt at the
close of this decade under theleadership of Lord
Mayo, Governor Genera. W.W. Hunter was
gppointed Director Generd of Statistical Survey
in 1869. An experimenta census of the Lower
Provinces of Bengd was organised in 1869 by
H. Beverley, Registrar General. In 1865 the
Government of Indiaand the Home Government
had agreed upon the principle that a general
population censuswould betakenin 1871. Modd
census schedules and questionnaires had aready
been patiently worked out by W.C. Plowden in
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1865. Theyears 1867-72 were spent intaking a
census by the actua counting of headsin asmuch
of the country as was practicable. This series,
commonly known as the Census of 1872, was
not a synchronous project, nor did it cover dl
territory possessed or controlled by the British.
Though based on uniform schedules it was not
centrally supervised, moderated or compiled. But
it was inspired by modern concepts, marked an
auspicious beginning, and contained the rudiments
of al basc demographic, socid and economic
tables. The undertaking simulated theintroduction
into the Statue Book of the Bengd Births and
Desths Regigtration Act of 1873, to be followed
later by the Births, Deaths and Marriages
Regidration Act of 1886 whichwould henceforth
provide ‘data for calculation’, the lack of which
H.T. Colebrooke had regretted in 1794.

The problems of coverage and
cartography that the 1872 group of censuses had
presented were ably followed up by W.W.
Hunter's Statistical Survey and the Survey of
India, so that the Census of 1881 taken by W.C.
Plowden, Census Commissioner for India, wasa
great sep forward toward amodern synchronous
and comprehendve operation,in which much effort
was spent not only on more complete coverage
but on classfication of demographic, economic
and socid characteristics. The Censusstimulated
for over eighty years on of the most thorough-
going inquiries into sociad dructure ever to be
conducted in any part of the world, while, it was
responsblefor thegreet Linguigtic Survey of India,
another unigue inquiry, again, for any part of the
world.

The first complete census of population
was, however, conducted in 1881, on aunifrom
basis throughout India providing the most
complete and continuous demographic record for
any comparable population. Since then the
Censusis being regularly conducted after every
ten years. These censuses have collected
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information on the distribution of population, with
respect to its dengity, physica groups, urban and
rurd digtribution, housing condition, migration,
occupation, racid digtribution, literacy, religion,
physicd deformities, sex, civil condition etc.

Contrary to uninformed opinion, which
seems to imagine that the early Censuses were
little concerned with economic information, the
1872 Census of Bombay Presidency made an
aphabetical classfication of 376 occupations.
The 1881 All India Census adopted 6 classes,
18 orders, 75 sub-orders and 480 groups of
occupations, while 1891 adopted 478
occupationsdivided into 7 classes, 24 ordersand
77 Sub-orders. Even thiswasimproved upon in
1901 by 521 occupations divided into 8 classes,
24 ordersand 79 sub-orders, which can il serve
as a model for countries with insufficiently
developed economies and a preponderance of
rural skills. The 1901 classfication also made an
exhaugtive anadlysis of caste-occupations. Infact,
the classfication developed in 1901 was over-
shadowed, not without some loss of definition of
locd redities, by the requirementsof internationd
comparability in 1911.

Much has been made of the Indian
Census spreoccupation with castesand tribesand
cognate anthropological inquiries over the
decades. Whileindeed avery large and vauable
body of anthropologicd literature has grown round
the Indian Census, it needsto be emphasised that
the Indian Census has aways been primarily
concerned withitslegitimeatetasksof demographic
analysis and economic classification, of
‘mahematicd manipulation’ and even ‘Satidticd
ingenuity’, the apparent lack of which was the
subject of aregret expressed by Kingday Davis,
a modern demographic scholar of India and
Pakistan. For early work on age in India, such
efforts as JA. Banes's Age Didribution in his
report of Bombay and Sind 1881, L.Mc. Liver's
dissartation on the same theme in his report for
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Madras, 1881, Gabriel Stokes's Native Life
Tables for the Madras Presidency, 1881, W.W.
Drew’ s note on age didtribution in his Report on
Bombay, 1891, G.H. Stuart’s Life Table for the
City of Madras, 1891, M.M. Khan'sLife Tables
for the Nizam’s Dominions, 1891, V.N.
Naras mmiyengar’ s note on age satisticsand sex
ratio in hisreport of Mysore, 1891, not to speak
of ahogt of other worksin later censuses, would
do honour to demographic andysisin any country.
What is more, they brought to the world of
mathematical manipulation, much broad
understanding and empirical knowledge. One is
ligble to ignore the fact that in the preparation of
age and life tables, India has always been
fortunate in securing the services of eminent
actuaries, beginning with Sir George F. Hardy,
and thislong line of actuarid investigations snce
1881 has presented the World with valuable
devicesfor the congtruction of ageand lifetables
out of inadequate and often very unsatisfactory
meterid. A third important festure of past censuses
is also insufficiently appreciated. The Indian
Census has never been bound hand-and-foot to
tradition, never taken shelter ‘behind an officid
wall of infdlibility’, but has broken new ground at
every census without losng comparability with
previous censuses. Thus the Indian Census has
always paid a good deal of attention to the
changing scene and the requirements of
Government while trying to keep pace with
contemporary and advanced census quedts. In
short, it hasnever rested onitsoars, but represents
‘themodt fruitful Snglesource of information about
the country’.

The Government emphasised the
importance of population data and set up a
Population Data Committee in 1944 to examine
and advise the Government of India on the
avalable data relating to growth of population.
This committee comprised of Mr. W.M. Y esits,
the Census Commissioner of India in 1941 as
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Chairman and Sir Theodore Gregory, Professor
P.C. Mahanaobis, Professor K.B. Madhavaand
Dr. K.C. K.E. Rgaas members. The Committee
paid specid emphasis to the gatistical problems
relating to the age tabulation of the 1941 census
which could not be completed because of financid
stringency caused by the Second World War, and
also made recommendations for the use of
sampling methods for the estimation of vita
datigticsrates. In particular, they pointed out the
use which could be made of the household lists
prepared at the census as a sampling frame for
obtaining demographic data and recommended
their safe keeping.

The Health Survey and Development
Committee popularly referred to as the Bhore
Committee congtituted for making plansfor post-
war developments in the hedlth fields made a
comprehengive review of the field of population
fromthe quantitativeand quditative pointsof view.
It suggested the gppointment of Registrar Generd
of Vita and Population Statigtics at the centreand
Provincid Superintendentsin the Provinces with
a view to improve the quality of population
daidics. One of its chief recommendations was
that “the popul ation problem should be the subject
of continuous study.”

Census Act waspassedin 1948 and was
placed on the Statute Book. In 1949, the
Government of Indiadecided to initiate steps for
improvement of Regidration of Vitd Staigicsand
further decided to establish a Sngle organisation
a the Centre in the Minigry of Home Affairs
under the Regidrar Generd and ex-officio Census
Commissioner for India to deal with Vital
Statistics and Census.

Till 1951 the Census Organisationin India
was functioning like the phoenix, that is the
Organisation came into being just on the eve of
the census and wound up as soon as census
operations were over within two or three years
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of its creation. With the establishing of a
permanent nucleus at the centre, it has been
possible to have continuing Census Organisation
during the inter-censal period. Concentrated steps
were taken to improve regigtration of Births and

Degths in the country to yidd reliable vitd rates
which are S0 essentid for present day planning.

The first census after Independence was
taken in 1951. The report of 1951 census by the
Census Commissioner for India was a complete
departure from the pattern of previous census
reports. Thisreport attempted to interpret the past
changes in the size and structure of India’s
population and to point out their implications for
theleve of living of thepopulation. Thereport dso
meade apleafor areduction in the birth rate of the
country. The 1951 census also attempted for the
firg time to make an assessment of the accuracy
of the census count by are-check in thefidd.

Thedemandsof the various Government
Departments, Planning Commission and various
Demographic Bodies for the collection of the
detailed gtatistics on population necessitated the
enlargement of the 1961 censusquestionnaireand
anumber of cross tabulations of data. As many
as 1400 publications were planned and printed.
A novel feature of 1961 census was the
undertaking of alarge number of ancillary studies
relating to rurd craft, fairs and festivals and
ethnographic surveys. The Census Organisation,
therefore, became the repository of a wedth of
sociologica informeation relaing to the country.
Special Socio-economic Surveys were
undertaken in alarge number of villages. For the
firg timeinthe higtory of Censusof India, aCenus
Atlaswas planned at the State level aswell asat
India level. An atempt was aso made for the
mechanica tabulation of some of the data and
consequently a moderate complement of
mechanica data equipments like, Key punches,
Veifiers, Sorters, Tabulators, Reproducerswere
obtained and household schedules of the 1961
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census were tabulated on the mechanical
equipments.

The schedules of 1971 Census were
further modified to suit the needs of the Gowt.,
Planning Commission, various Demographic
Bodies and Scholars. The new fegtures of 1971
Census were (i) an attempt was made to collect
dataon current fertility, (i) migrationd particulars
with reference to place of last resdence were
collected which yielded valuable and redligtic data
oninterna migration, (iii) consderable departure
was made in repect of economic questions. The
main activity of a person was ascertained
according as he spent his time basicaly as a
worker producing goodsand servicesor asanon-
worker. A new concept of * Standard urban Areal
was devel oped for thetabulation of certain urban
data. Encouraged with the experience of 1961
Censusit was again proposed to have a number
of studies ancillary to 1971 Census. It was
proposed to have arestudy of anumber of villages
and aso to have intensive studies of about 200
towns and ethnographic studies of selected
communities. Besdestherewould be one specid
study at the choice of the Director of Census
Operations in each State.

The results of each census have been
publishedin greet detail. The generd reportswhich
summarise and andysethe results have often been
exceptiondly scholarly. It was only in 1941 that
the census publications could not be as complete
as usud because of the limitations imposed by
the Second World War. The Indian Censuses
wereremarkable not only for theinformeation they
reveal but for the specid obstaclesthey had had
to overcome. Imagineamassive, diversfied sub-
continent with hundreds of millions of people
nearly dl of whom areilliterate, most of themrurd
and some isolated in jungles or mountains, some
harbouring superdtitions inimicas to census co-
operation, some split by political and religiousrift
and some pure savages of stone age. One can
imaginedl thisand the difficulty of taking acensus
becomes apparent.
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Modern techniques of postal enumeration
cannot be used and the time-tested dow but sure
method of each individual being enumerated
separately isdl that ispossble Thisinvolvesthe
recruitment and training of a vast army of
enumeratorswhaose number can only bereckoned
inthousands. Thesocid and cultural complexities
Create specid problems.

The Indian Census has not been amere
datistical operation. Demographic data have not
been presented in adry form but interpreted and
andysed in an interesting manner. The Indian
Census has been fortunate in having had & its
helm extremely devoted civil servants and
scholars. Sir William W. Hunter, higtorian directed
the gigantic datistical survey of India made in
1869-1881 and published among other books,
thefamous Anndsof Rural Bengd (threeVolumes)
and A Higtory of British India(two Volumes). Sir
George Grierson, who wrote the chapter on Indian
languages for the 1901 census report, directed
the monumenta Linguigic Survey of India; Sir
Herbert Ridey, who was Census Commissioner
for Indiain 1901, wrote the treatise ‘ The People
of Indid ; Sr Edward Gait, who wasin charge of
the Census in 1901, was an authority on caste;
L.S.S. O'Mdley and JH. Hutton, both of whom
wrote fine sudies of Indian adminigtration and
castes, were closely associated with the census.
The generd report of 1951 by R.A.Gopdaswvamy
wasalandmark in that it was aforthright pleafor
a population policy, while the “Levels of
Development” of 1961 by A. Mitra was an
excellent regiond analyssfor planning.

Indiais one of the few countriesto have
an unbroken seriesof modern decennia Censuses
spanning over ahundred years. Indid s history of
conducting Census dates back to 1865-75 when
a systematic Census was taken. The first
synchronous Census was taken in 1881 in India
and thereafter Census has been taken every ten
years without break.
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