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In antiquity, our nunbers grew enough to give rise to towns and cities, kingdons, and
enpires. Rulers needed to know how many and what kind of people lived in their

real ms. The first city-state, Sunmeria (4000 BC) located on today?s Iraq and Iran
border, had agriculture heavily dependent on irrigation systens. Because the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers were too unreliable to feed the growi ng popul ation, irrigation
canals were built, systens depending on human | abor. Rulers and priests needed
accurate counts of how many | aborers they could suborn for this work. Thus the first
census was born.

The anci ent Chinese had the sane problem need for labor for irrigation canals and
for such projects as the Great Wall. Oficials carried out counts of how nany people
there were, how many could be drafted for |arge projects, and how many | andowners
coul d be squeezed for taxes needed to support these efforts. The census was al so used
to assess how many young nen could provide military service.

Any well-run enpire depended on accurate data. The Romans, always efficient nanagers,
used census counts to assess how many and what kind of subjects they rul ed over; how
many had property, farmed |and, could serve in the mlitary, and could provide slave
| abor or army service. A famliar Christmas story recounts a Roman census in Judea,
for which everyone was required to return to their native village or town for the
count. That is where Joseph and his pregnant wife Mary were travel i ng when Jesus was
bor n.

A nost fampous survey in English history took place after WIliamthe Conqueror (a
Nor man Duke), becane Engl and?s king in 1066. In 1068, he presided over an extensive
survey of the nobility, how nmuch | and and wealth they conmanded, how nany townspeopl e
and rich merchants there were, and other information that could establish tax
revenues. This survey was called The Donesday Book, a title that gave us the notion
of the inevitability of death and taxes. Any lying or deception was puni shed by
deat h, and | and ownership di sputes were deci ded without appeal

Upon the birth of the United States, the Constitution stated that a census be taken
every ten years. The first such census was taken in 1790, under Secretary of State
Thomas Jefferson, with 22 nore federal censuses since then. The Departnent of
Conmerce carries this responsibility. In between the official censuses, the Bureau
esti mates nunmbers based on surveys and statistical nodels, specificallytargeting
cities, the American Conmunity Survey

The census process has grown fromsinple to exceedingly conplex, just as our society
has evolved fromprimarily farnms and villages to conplex cities. W expect nuch nore
of our government to provide a nore even playing field than a purely capitalistic
nodel could do. Since the tine of President Theodore Roosevelt, the government can be
said to be CapitalisnPs partner, filling in where purely nonetary considerations
cannot .

We have a public education systemintended to provide us with literate voters and
responsi ble citizens. Social Security was established to keep our elders from penury.
Public health and wel fare systens support nany who ot herw se would suffer; the

Nati onal Park system protects our national heritage fromexploitation and ruin. For
all of these systenms to work, the government needs accurate statistics to assess how
much noney is needed and where it is best spent. Congress must determnine the

spendi ng.

One of the nost inportant findings of the official census is current popul ati on count
det erm ni ng nunbers of representatives in the House of Representatives. Congressiona
seats are gained or |ost as popul ati ons nove or grow. A system of congressiona
districting that has energed over many years, Gerrynmandering, has conme frompolitica
parties creating bizarre shapes to districts that deprive the opposing party froma
fair vote. Both parties have engaged in this dishonest practice over the years, but
now t he Suprene Court may finally attenpt ruling on nore equitable criteria for

di strict borders. A census year makes this process essenti al

A good census can provide the funding needed to support the institutions that we nost
value. It is not Doonsday; it is Denpbcracy at work.
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