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FROM POLITICAL ECONOMY TO ECONOMICS: HOW STATISTICS, 

GRAPHS, AND THE STATE FORGED TWENTIETH CENTURY ECONOMICS 

Ricardo Alejandro Peña Pinzón1* 

Abstract 

The purpose of this essay is to present not only the entrance but also the effect Statistics had upon 

the consolidation of Economics and its further influence in state intervention. The traditional method 

of Political Economy in the late nineteenth century disregarded Statistics as a valid approach to 

acquire economic knowledge. This paradigm was changed, amongst others, by the American Wesley 

C. Mitchell and the Englishman William Stanley Jevons, who used graphs and statistics as part of the

“economic toolset” for research for causal relationships. Furthermore, Statistics only entered state

intervention and planning after mayor crises (the World Wars and the Great Depression) forced

states to play an active role in the economy. This essay will focus on the experience of the United

States and the United Kingdom on these matters.

Keywords: Statistics, Wesley C. Mitchell, William Stanley Jevons, state intervention 
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DE LA ECONOMÍA POLÍTICA A LA ECONOMICS: CÓMO ESTADÍSTICAS, 

GRÁFICOS Y EL ESTADO FORJARON LA DISCIPLINA EN EL SIGLO XX 

Resumen 

El objetivo de este texto es exponer cómo la estadística entró en la ciencia económica y el impacto 

que tuvo en la consolidación de esta disciplina. Además, se muestra la influencia que tuvo la 

estadística en la intervención y planeación estatal. El método tradicional de la economía política al 

final del siglo diecinueve negaba la utilidad de la estadística como mecanismo de obtención de 

conocimiento económico. Este paradigma fue refutado, entre otros economistas, por el 

estadounidense Wesley C. Mitchell y el inglés William Stanley Jevons, quienes usaron gráficas y 

estadísticas como parte del “arsenal económico” para darse a la búsqueda de relaciones causales. En 

cuanto a la entrada de la estadística en la planeación e intervención estatal, fue necesario que los 

Estados tomaran un papel activo en la economía a raíz de crisis profundas como las dos guerras 

mundiales y la gran depresión. Este texto se enfocará en la experiencia de Estados Unidos y el Reino 

Unido.  

Palabras clave: Estadísticas, Wesley C. Mitchell, William Stanley Jevons, intervención estatal 

JEL: B22, B23, B41, N01 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this essay is to present not only the entrance but also the effect Statistics had upon 

the formation of Economics (as opposed to Political Economy) and its further influence in state 

intervention. I will identify Statistics (with an “S”) as the science that deals with the collection, 

interpretation, analysis, and communication of data (Lincoln, 1986), and statistics (with an “s”) as 

the data that results from a statistical process. Statistics entered economic analysis through the work 

of pioneers who rebuked the detachment of both disciplines in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. 

Furthermore, the World Wars and the Great Depression prompted the emergence of the Welfare 

State (in Western Europe) and the Administrative State (in the US). The paradigm of minimal state 

intervention changed. Those countries endorsed the idea of a stable state that could intervene and 

control the economy. This reinforced role of the State demanded centralized statistical institutions 

and the professionalization of its methods and experts (Desrosières, 2002, p. 209). For instance, 

random surveys were institutionalized during this time, and Economists and Statisticians became 

predominant in these institutions (Desrosières, 2002, p. 204). This transformation occurred mainly 

in a handful of Western countries, namely the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and 

Germany (Desrosières, 2002). This text will focus on the experience of the United States and the 

United Kingdom.  

Firstly, drawing on Breslau (2003) and Mass and Morgan (2002), I will discuss how Statistics 

contributed to the creation of the object of study of Economics, exemplified through the work of 

Wesley C. Mitchell and Stanley Jevons. Subsequently, I will show how Statistics was increasingly 

used in state intervention following the Great Depression and the World Wars, and how the 

relationship between state intervention and Statistics professionalized and consolidated the latter 

(Desrosières, 2002 & Kendrick, 1970).  

1. Statistics and Economics: A Likely but Late Marriage

The origins of Statistics are intrinsically bonded to the State. The word initially meant information 

(either qualitative or numerical) about the State (Kendrick, 1970, p. 284). The ruler needed to know 

the wealth of their domain and of their inhabitants to tax them. William Petty developed the first 

estimate of national income for England in 1665. His works developed “political arithmetic” and 

“political anatomy” as the means to measure wealth and income in a country. He defined the income 
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of the people as the annual value of the income of labor and the annual product of wealth. The French 

Physiocrats, in contrast, loyal to their belief, understood national income just as the annual product 

of agriculture (Kendrick, 1970, p. 286). These estimates were used to compare the emerging nation 

states and addressed the issue of potential military power (Tribe, 2015, p. 93). 

Statistics was initially bonded with the State, not with Economics. Firstly, “Economics” was not an 

institutionalized discipline in Petty’s century (it would only become one when Alfred Marshall 

consolidated an Economics program in Cambridge in 1903) (Tribe, 2015. P. 81). In the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, Political Economy prevailed (Breslau, 2003, pp. 390-391). Although 

political economists such as David Ricardo dealt with matters of the State, the development of the 

body of thought of Political Economy and the practical matters of State were not completely 

colluded.  

Statisticians in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries limited their work to the mere report of facts, 

not to their interpretation; the political economists of the time held a similar position (Maas & 

Morgan, 2002, p. 112). These economists of classical tradition disdained statistics and favored a 

detailed analysis of historical events. They considered society and economic phenomena as matters 

of extreme complexity, therefore non-extractable from their context. Most of them thought that 

these events were generated ultimately by human nature and motivations; therefore, understanding 

them required introspection and then reasoning through deduction (Mill, 1844). Statistics, they 

believed, only depicted the particularities of the moment, and could not hold any intrinsic truth due 

to its “superficiality” (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 98). To rebuke this way of thought, the paradigm 

had to change. Stanley Jevons and Wesley C. Mitchell played a key role in this process (Maas & 

Morgan, 2002; Breslau, 2003).  

2. Stanley Jevons and Wesley C. Mitchell: Pioneers Who Refused Tradition

In the nineteenth century, the tradition was to regard economic analysis and Statistics as 

incompatible (Maas & Morgan, 2002, pp. 98-99). For this to change, economists such as the 

Englishman Stanley Jevons and the American Wesley Mitchell had to open a new path. Economics as 

the science that studies the economy is the result of a nonlinear and noncontinuous path of 

transformations that dates to the ideas of moral philosophers such as Adam Smith. That body of 

ideas, commonly known as Political Economy, dealt with matters of value creation and distribution 

of income among social classes. It was a moral science whose intention was to analyze and 
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comprehend the complexity of exchange and market relationships within society. It used deductive 

reasoning, starting from true principles, and developing postulates from them (Mill, 1844). 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Economics started to emerge. As opposed to Political 

Economy, its object of study was the economy: an entity detached from the political sphere with its 

own dynamics and rules, which could be quantified, and which produced phenomena of its own like 

unemployment and inflation (Breslau, 2003, p. 380). In this transformation, statistics played a key 

role, because, to separate and extract the economy from the political and social sphere, this new 

object had to be measurable and quantifiable.  

The “construction” of the economy, Breslau (2003, p. 381) argues, can be explained through three 

processes: abstraction, homogenization, and sedimentation. During the process of abstraction, some 

observations are removed from their complex setting and reduced to data. During homogenization, 

these data are translated into a common and comparable numerical media and functional relations 

are established. Finally, sedimentation is achieved when these items and their relationships become 

institutionalized. Economists such as Wesley C. Mitchell (Breslau, 2003, p. 404) and Stanley Jevons 

(Maas & Morgan, 2002) were committed to the abstraction, homogenization, and sedimentation of 

the abstract economy that they studied in order to make the object of their economic inquiry an 

objective reality. Once the economy (as the object of study of Economics) became an objective 

reality, it could be analyzed through scientific methods closer to those of the natural sciences. One 

of these inductive methods is the statistical and graphical analysis, for these tools permit a 

hypothesis to be evaluated and contested. 

Although Mitchell and Jevons were pioneers on the formerly mentioned process, they were not the 

first ones to use graphs. As early as 1786, the Scottish political economist William Playfair in his 

Commercial and Political Atlas used graphs. Playfair graphed the price time series for certain products. 

This new approach was more than just the “simple depiction of history”, it tried to reveal the behavior 

of a event through time, its general tendencies. After this early forerunner, one century had to pass 

by before Jevons started using statistics and graphs not only for depiction or exposition but for 

explanation and for researching for causal relationships (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 98).  

This excessive time-lapse (one century) between Playfair and Jevons is the result of the 

incompatibility of Political Economy’s method for acquiring knowledge with Statistics. For Political 

Economists, statistics were superficial and were just incapable of expressing the immense complexity 

of reality (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 98). For example, a timeline of corn’s price yields no intrinsic 
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truth about the behavior of corn’s price to a traditional political economist, because it is crisscrossed 

by countless historic events that affected any observed number such as wars, floods, peasant’s 

struggles, peace treaties between nations, and many more factors.  

2.1. Stanley Jevons 

Due to this conception, data was presented in tables because it was thought to be the most “neutral” 

way for showing a set of “unrelated” facts. As observed data, in the traditional political economist’s 

view, offered no intrinsic truth about the studied object, any regularity shown in a graph would be 

misleading because it would be the result of the many historical events and not the depiction of the 

object’s behavior. The Englishman Stanley Jevons refused this paradigm. His work took place in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. By the time, Statistics had the monopoly of fact gathering, 

and Political Economy had the monopoly for the search of causes, little dialogue occurred between 

both disciplines (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 112). Jevons’ quest was to break this detachment. He 

argued that a scientific treatment of facts and data was necessary, just as it was done in the natural 

sciences. Statistics and graphs could be used, he believed, to find causal relationships between 

economic entities and events (Maas & Morgan, 2002). Therefore, he advocated for a more inductive 

approach to knowledge acquisition in economics. 

The following work of Jevons illustrates the point. In a first leap, he “dared” to graph the data of the 

King Davenant price quantity table2, which contained data of price and quantity of corn. Through this 

method, a clear relation between the two variables could be observed. The result of transcending 

from the table to the graph is shown in the Figure 1 (the vertical axis represents quantities and the 

horizontal prices). 

In a second leap, he derived a direct mathematical relationship (showed in equation [1]) between 

price (p) and quantity (q) for corn based on the graphical depiction (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 114). 

𝑝𝑝 = 5

6�𝑞𝑞−18�
2 [1] 

2 The King Davenant price quantity table was a well-known data collection presented in tables. It was compiled by the 
Englishman Charles Davenant, tory member of the Parliament, in 1699 (Endres, 1987). The geniality of Jevons 
consisted of graphing this data, something never done before, even thou the data was well known.  
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Figure 1. Jevons’ Graph of Price and Quantity of corn from King-Davenant Data Table 

Retrieved from Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 115. 

This example shows his novel groundbreaking treatment of data. It was not only a visualization of 

history but rather an input from which causal relationships could be inferred. He also used data to 

construct time series of different variables and overlaid them to recognize cycles and causal 

relationships (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 116). His most recognized works regard the annual cycle 

pressure in the money market, the fall in the value of gold, and his infamous attempt to relate 

sunspots to economic cycles (Maas & Morgan, 2002, p. 117).  

Jevons’ work influenced the community of economists and created a new type of expertise, 

prompting, among several other factors3, the ascension of Economics in opposition to Political 

3 The shift from “Political Economy” to “Economics” was a gradual process in which several factors coincided throughout 
the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. This subject is more deeply discussed in Backhouse 
and Tribe (2018) The History of Economics: A course for students and teachers. Newcastle upon Tyne: Agenda Publishing 
Limited. 
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Economy. His influence on the English tradition can be seen in Alfred Marshall, who argued that the 

causes of historical events were better observable using statistics depicted in graphic form (Maas & 

Morgan, 2002, p. 120).  The search for contributing causes could now be pursuit by comparison and 

analysis of graphs and statistics.  

2.2. Wesley C. Mitchell 

On the other side of the Atlantic, Wesley C. Mitchell also contributed to the formation of the 

economy. He used statistics to represent the economy of the United States as a set of overlaying 

time series, identifying its business cycles and the relations between variables. The economy, as 

Mitchell understood it, was an interconnected system that had an existence of its own, with its 

natural laws and regularities (Breslau, 2003, p. 401). He was vital in the development of 

macroeconomic statistics and their analysis, mainly through the creation of the National Bureau of 

Economic Research (NBER) in 1920 (Kendrick, 1970, p. 306).  

The field in the nineteenth century (which was not yet fully institutionalized) was dominated in the 

United States by two distinct groups (Breslau, 2003, p. 391): political economists of the British 

tradition who debated in terms of social classes, used moral arguments, and favored deductive 

reasoning, on the one side, and the economists influenced by the German historical tradition who 

thought of economy as a complex whole that had to be understood through detailed historical 

analysis, on the other. The first group based its authority on being the traditional intellectual and 

cultural elite (the gentry) and the second group based it on clerical authority (Breslau, 2003, pp. 

391-393).

Mitchell was part of a new generation of economists in the United States. He was a product of the 

expansion of the US university system in the 1890s, and so his “intellectual capital” was not based 

on class or religious authority, but rather constructed in the university (Breslau, 2003, p. 395). 

Mitchell graduated from the newly founded University of Chicago in 1892 and received his Ph. D. in 

economics in 1899 (Breslau, 2003, p. 399). Through his career, he worked as a professor, lecturer, 

researcher, and presidential advisor. 

Mitchell’s methods differentiated him from the economists of the British and German traditions 

(although he was closer to the latter, for he analyzed historical data and used no moral arguments). 

This detachment from these traditions became evident in the 1890s. In that decade, the United 

States saw a fierce debate over maintaining the gold standard or adopting bimetallism. Most 
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economists opposed bimetallism based entirely on deductive reasoning. Mitchell, on the contrary, 

restrained from such deductive reasoning and analyzed the relationship between money and prices 

without making any assumptions beforehand (Breslau, 2003, p. 499). He did not try to reach a 

previously established conclusion through deductive methods, but rather parted from the data to 

reach general conclusions (an inductive approach closer to the natural sciences).  

His posterior work would be marked by this method. He tried to reach a comprehensive 

representation of the economy by meticulously juxtaposing time series of several indicators 

(especially prices) and from there extracting generalizations. His approach was key in abstracting the 

economy from the political sphere, to analyze it independently and try to discover its laws and inner 

logic (Breslau, 2003, p. 402). The economy, as he understood it, presented cycles that were caused, 

not by external shocks but by its intrinsic dynamics. He saw booms and recessions of the economic 

activity not as isolated events, but as stages of the natural economic fluctuations (Breslau, 2003, p. 

403). 

Figure 2. Relative Bank Discount Rates on Short Time Loans in New York, London, Paris, and Berlin 

1890-1910 

Source. Mitchell (1913, p. 168). 
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Mitchell’s book Business Cycles (1913) is abundant with statistics and graphs of several economic 

indicators. Here statistics are depicted in tables and graphs and are used to portrait the behavior of 

certain economic variables according to the stage of the economic cycle. Figure 2, which presents the 

evolution of certain economies’ bank discount rates, is a clear example. 

Both Jevons and Mitchell, amongst others, contributed to the formation of the economy as the object 

of study of Economics. For this, they used statistics as a basis from which inductive analysis could be 

performed. This new expertise became mainstream in the field in the years to come (Maas & Morgan, 

2002, p.209) and contributed to the formation of Economics (Breslau, 2003).  

3. Statistics and State Intervention: a forced marriage

It was necessary but not sufficient for statistics to have entered Economics for it to become a 

common instrument in state intervention. In fact, as the examples of the UK and the US will show, 

state intervention actively used Statistics (the science) and statistics (the data) only after the early 

twentieth century, when mayor shocks and crises like the World Wars and the Great Depression 

forced the State to do so.  

3.1. The case of the United Kingdom 

Two and a half centuries after the work of William Petty in the seventeenth century to measure the 

“state’s might”, Alfred Marshall and Arthur Pigou further developed the definition of national 

dividend in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. However, to come up with a reliable 

estimate, they needed a centralized governmental effort which did not materialize. England had a 

tradition of regional and unconnected statistical bodies (Desrosières, 2002, p. 166). The few central 

statistics of the moment referred to the balance of payments and commerce and were not in the core 

of policy debates. The First World War drew attention to the need to know wealth and income, for 

only indirect taxing could not efficiently sustain war finances (Tribe, 2015, p. 97). A more robust 

conceptual basis for statistics would appear a couple of decades later.  

John Maynard Keynes’ (1936) General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money is commonly treated 

as the origin of modern macroeconomics. Although this work certainly sketches a system of causal 

relations between macroeconomic variables, there is no way it could become the framework of 

economic management because in the 1930s the statistical base was still rough and elemental. The 

variables were defined and had a name, but lacked a number (Tribe, 2015, p. 90).  
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This situation changed a few years later. The Second World War brought with it the imperative and 

undelayable necessity of state intervention for a war economy. Economists from the academy were 

recruited to the state’s service for creating a statistical framework with practical purposes. In 1941, 

the Analysis of the Sources of War Finance and Estimate of the National Income and Expenditure in 1938 and 

1940 was issued. This landmark separated pre-war and post-war government policy (Tribe, 2015). 

Only with a robust statistical basis could economic state intervention become viable. To carry out 

this centralized objective, the Central Statistical Office (CSO) was founded in 1941 (Tribe, 2015, p. 

104).  

The end of the War came with the assertion that the State had an active role in promoting social 

welfare, maintaining low unemployment, and achieving high economic growth. Therefore, state 

intervention and planning became seen as “politically neutral” and as common tools until the 1980s 

(Backhouse & Nishizawa, 2010). This huge enterprise required the professionalization of Statistical 

methods, institutions, and experts. In the case of the United Kingdom, the war prompted the creation 

of a centralized statistical institution, which demanded the expertise of economists and statisticians 

(Tribe, 2015; Desrosières, 2002). This new attitude of the State reinforced the assertion that 

economics and statistics should be used on a complimentary basis, and not separately as the 

nineteenth century political economists had believed. 

3.2. The case of the United States 

A historical characteristic of the United States has been its dynamic transformation due to population 

movements such as immigration and urbanization (which regularly disrupt the political balance 

between regions and parties). To manage these rapid changes, the Constitution dictated that every 

ten years a census should be made; indeed, there has been one every decade since 1790. Its function 

is to provide a basis for fiscal burdens and federal representation of each state. This “clever system” 

discourages states from any deviation upwards or downwards in the count of its citizens 

(Desrosières, 2002, pp. 188-189). 

Although the country has a tradition of census making, Statistics in the United States until recently 

(mid-twentieth century) did not serve common national objectives. Rather than objectively, it was 

used subjectively. Statistical information was relative, short-sighted and was used mainly by each 

party for defending their own interests in policy debates (Desrosières, 2002, p. 189). Each 

stakeholder used basic collected statistics to defend his interests in Congress or the public debate. 
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Desrosières (2002, p. 189) portraits the subjective role Statistics played in the USA during the 

nineteenth century as follows: 

They [statistics] reflected the image of a state that did not embody, as in France, a general interest 

superior to individual interests. Rather, through a balance among the various powers codified by the 

Constitution and its successive amendments, they reflected compromises that allowed individuals 

to exercise and uphold their rights. 

For example, during the fierce debates on slavery between Northern and Southern states, each party 

proposed to the Congress the statistical methodologies that better suited their interests. The 

Northern states demanded black men be counted; Southern states refused to do so. In the end, the 

statistical solution they found was to count slaves but to count them as three-fifths of a free man 

(Desrosières, 2002, p. 190). After the Civil War, rural states promoted the implementation of 

immigration quotas to defend their political power in the face of the rising influence of industrializing 

states, which in turn feared losing incoming workforce if too restrictive quotas were implemented. 

The quotas were calculated based on the racial composition of the state, how to measure that racial 

composition also became a debate on statistical methodologies (Desrosières, 2002, pp. 192-193). 

In these and other debates, statistical methodologies were not neutral but favored specific interests. 

This particular utilization of Statistics along with the very American mistrust of state’s power 

deterred the creation of a centralized and unbiased public Statistical institution. Only in 1902, a 

permanent Census Bureau was established (before, a committee was created for each census and 

disbanded when it was done) (Desrosières, 2002, p. 190). In the first two decades of the twentieth 

century, statistics regarding business and commerce were widely disseminated (Desrosières, 2002, 

p. 197). The objective was not state intervention, but rather that businesspeople and industrialists

had the correct information to invest or save. In this approach, statistics were useful for economic 

foresight, but their practical use was the responsibility of the citizen or the private enterprise. The 

role of the State was limited to merely render those statistics available (Desrosières, 2002, p. 197). 

The First World War promoted some interaction between the academy, private institutions, and the 

public statistical institutions, but the Great Depression ultimately prompted their merging and 

professionalization. With the arrival of President Franklin D. Roosevelt into power and the 

establishment of the New Deal in the 1930s, the role of the federal government was transformed. 

The New Deal consisted of a compendium of banking and monetary reforms, relieve programs for 

the poor and the unemployed, and fiscal spending in massive public infrastructure projects to 
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promote employment. Its objective was ultimately to get the economy back on track. Through this 

approach, the State actively pursued economic relief and economic planning. 

To carry out such a monumental task, sound statistics were imperative. The Roosevelt administration 

understood that the statistical bureaus of the country had to be reformed. To do so, it created the 

Committee on Government Statistics and Information Services (COGSIS) which was key in 

“coordinating and rationalizing the administrative channels that lead to statistical measurements 

and in making the bureaus more professional” (Desrosières, 2002, p. 203). 

Statisticians had to offer professional advice, expertise, and construct a unified language, which 

meant, amongst other things, to clearly define unemployment and other variables and the 

appropriate methods to quantify them. This was possible thanks to a closer dialogue with academia. 

Furthermore, bureaucrats in governmental statistical agencies of past generations (acquainted with 

the “subjective” use of statistics) were replaced by young economists and statisticians recently 

graduated from the top American universities. With a struggling private sector, due to the crisis, 

working in the government was an attractive path for this profile of young professionals (Desrosières, 

2002, p. 204).   

This generation of young economists and statisticians professionalized the governmental statistical 

and economic institutions, like the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Bureau of Agricultural Statistics 

amongst others. Desrosières (2002) expresses the impact of the new experts as follows: “It 

transformed them [governmental statistical and economic bureaus] into places of innovation and 

experimentation in the new branches of knowledge that derived from the mathematization of 

statistics and economics, such as sampling theory, national accountancy, and econometric models” 

(p. 204). One key development in the statistical methodology was the broad implementation of 

sample surveys, which could achieve representativeness of a population and were far cheaper than a 

census; therefore, they were able to supply a constant influx of information (Desrosières, 2002).  

Throughout this process of transformation, there was a constant dialogue and flux of people and 

ideas between government institutions (like the Department of Commerce, the Labor Bureau of 

Statistics, the Agricultural Bureau of Statistics), academia, private institutions such as the Rockefeller 

Foundation (which financed the COGSIS) and the Nation Bureau of Economic Research (founded by 

Mitchell), and professional academic organizations such as the American Statistical Association 

(ASA) and the American Economic Association (AEA) (Desrosières, 2002, p. 203). One fine example 

of this prolific flux between these institutions is the economist Simon Kuznets, who received a PhD 
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from Columbia University and was fellow of the ASA. He also was a professor in the University of 

Pennsylvania, worked as a researcher of the NBER, and was recruited by the government to lead the 

production of the national income’s first official estimates (later published in 1934) (Carson, 1975). 

The professionalization of statistical institutions and the methods they used was vital in the 

construction of the new role of the Federal State because it prompted the emergence of the 

Administrative State. The US was regarded as the “land of opportunity”, in which individual success 

was achievable based on equal access to opportunities. The State had to provide these opportunities 

and level the game through educational policies, unemployment support, and health assistance, 

amongst other actions (Desrosières, 2002, pp. 207-208). Robust statistics were imperative for these 

objectives to be achievable.  

4. Conclusion

Statistics played an essential role in the formation of Economics as the science whose object of study 

is the abstract “Economy”. Statistics allowed for the observation, measurement, and abstraction of 

economic phenomena so that it could be comprehended independently from history and the political 

sphere. Stanley Jevons in the United Kingdom and Wesley Mitchell in the United States were 

pioneers who took this path, introducing, therefore, a novel inductive approach.  

Massive-scale crises were needed to change the marginal state paradigm and prompt a 

comprehensive state intervention in which Statistics was required. The World Wars and the Great 

Depression pushed the states to mobilize resources and enter broad intervention as they had never 

done before. To accomplish this, as the examples of the United States and the United Kingdom show, 

it was necessary to develop strong centralized statistical institutions, which demanded a new kind 

of expertise. In this process, Statistics was professionalized as robust methodologies were broadly 

implemented, and the manpower to carry them out became increasingly formed by economists and 

statisticians instead of “old schooled” bureaucrats.  

The current role that Statistics plays in guiding the Economy and state intervention cannot be taken 

as “natural”. As this paper shows, it resulted from the effort of pioneers who refused old paradigms, 

from the impact of massive scale crises that made the world tremble, and from the creation of 

specific institutions that further developed, promoted, and disseminated the use of statistical tools 

and graphs. All these changes and efforts resulted in the creation of a new kind of expertise. 

Economists were now armed with statistical tools, ready to act as the “advisers of the prince”.      
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