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Asians, Mexicans and others—were affected. This article investigates how and why census

racial classification policies changed during this period, only to stabilize abruptly before

World War II. In the context of demographic transformations and their political

consequences, we find that census policy in any given year was driven by a combination of

scientific, political, and ideological motivations. Based on this analysis, we rethink existing

theoretical approaches to censuses and racial classification, arguing that a nation's census is

deeply implicated in and helps to construct its social and political order. Censuses provide

the concepts, taxonomy, and substantive information by which a nation understands its

component parts as well as the contours of the whole; censuses both create the image and

provide the mirror of that image for a nation's self-reflection. We conclude by outlining the

meaning of this period in American history for current and future debates over race and

classification.

The classification by race or color of individuals, or even entire populations, is not only very

difficult, but is a very delicate matter to the United States Government.

                                    —Census Director, 15 October 1936[1]

 [The Census Bureau should be] the greatest statistical laboratory of the United States

government, worthy to rank with the best statistical offices maintained by European

governments.

—Secretary of Commerce and Labor, 1902 [2]

These figures are of little value.

—Census Population volume on number of quadroons, octoroons,

and mulattoes, 1890[3]

Between the Civil War and World War II, the United States underwent a profound process of

racial reorganization. Officially recognized group categories expanded and contracted;

socially recognized boundaries between groups blurred and shifted; citizens and public actors

passionately debated who belonged in which group. Basic components of the racial order

were revised, revisited, and fundamentally altered. Such debates were highly consequential.

While whites never lost their position at the top of the status hierarchy, who belonged in this

privileged group was hotly contested. Whether or not a given group or individual was

included in the category of "white" profoundly affected that group’s or person’s social

standing. Blacks and Chinese were placed into an ugly contest for the bottom of the status

hierarchy, with the “victory” depending a great deal on how public officials defined and

bounded the group. Simultaneously, whether American Indians were deemed assimilable,

whether Mexican Americans should be subject to Jim Crow laws, and whether South Asians

would be excluded along with Pacific-rim Asians all depended in part on whether they were

classified in terms that allowed them to be potential insiders or that defined them as

perennially outside the status of American. Most broadly, over the course of almost a
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century, the U.S. government groped its way through extensive experimentation—

reorganizing and reimagining the racial order, with corresponding impact on individuals’ and

groups’ life chances.

All branches of government and all levels of governance were involved to a greater or lesser

degree in this process of racial reorganization. For reasons that we explain below, this article

focuses on the crucial role of the Census Office (after 1902, the Census Bureau).[4] Briefly

put, we focus on the census because a nation’s census is deeply implicated in and helps to

construct its social and political order. Censuses provide the concepts, taxonomy, and

substantive information by which a nation understands its component parts as well as the

contours of the whole. A census both creates the image and provides the mirror of that image

for a nation’s self-reflection.

In the United States, the social and political order was largely defined by race. In fact, the

process of simultaneously creating and reflecting group classifications was so important that

by 1904, statistician Walter Willcox could correctly observe that "there is no country in which

statistical investigation of race questions is so highly developed . . . as in the United States."

[5] Highly developed it may have been—but the American approach to racial classification

was also peculiar, reflecting the particularities of various experiments in racial classification.

In any single year and across decades, racial categorization was internally incoherent,

inconsistent across groups, and unstable. Mixture between blacks and others was identified,

elaborated, and then dropped. Asians were racially identified through nationality, in finer

and finer grained detail. Latin Americans were variously classified as white, mulatto, or

racially distinct. Whites were elaborately distinguished by country of birth, "mixed

parentage" (referring to parents' place of birth),[6] or mother tongue. In the only instance of

racializing religion, immigrants from South Asia were combined under the “Hindoo”

category. Native Americans were alternately ignored and categorized down to tiny fractions

of black and white "blood."[7]

Then experimentation abruptly ceased. The 1930 census marked the last stage of the period

of racial reorganization; after that year, the Census Bureau perceived only three races (white,

Negro, Indian) and five Asian nationalities for many decades. It no longer explicitly identified

racial mixture,[8] mixed parentage, the Mexican race, Hindoos, fractions of Indian blood,[9]

or other innovative categories. After 1940, it no longer used the term “color” in conjunction

with “race.” The United States entered World War II with the racial order established and the

era of racial reorganization complete—until it started unraveling again toward the end of the

twentieth century.

 This trajectory raises two empirical questions to be pursued here: why was the Census

Bureau’s system of racial categorization so inconsistent and unstable, and why did

experimentation in reorganizing the racial order begin and end when it did? Although others

have recognized the importance of these questions, no one has as of yet systematically

pursued their answers for all groups across the full time period, as we argue is essential for

complete understanding. This analysis also raises broader theoretical questions about what
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censuses do, and why they matter politically: How do censuses relate to the ethnoracial order

more generally? When and why do states count their populations by race, and why do these

classification schemes take the particular forms that they do? What impact do classification

systems have?

Our answer to the first empirical question, why this particular pattern of experimentation,

focuses attention on the internal dynamics of a rather mysterious agency. We show below

that three motivations interacted to produce officials’ choice of categories for classifying a

given group in a given year—contestation between Congress and the bureaucracy over

political control, elected and appointed officials’ commitment to scientific integrity, and the

pull of ideological beliefs about race on the part of all actors. Sometimes these motivations

reinforced each other; sometimes they were mutually constitutive; and sometimes they

pulled in opposite directions from one another. In conjunction, they generated a set of

categories that enabled the basic hierarchy of white supremacy and nonwhite subordination

to be maintained, along with the distinction between actual or potential Americans and

perennial outsiders, but that also led to great confusion about who nonwhites and outsiders

were, how they would be defined in relationship to other groups, and how much they would

be subordinated or excluded.

Our answer to the second empirical question, why this particular period saw such

experimentation in creating a racial order[JCH1] , shifts our attention from the Census

Bureau’s internal actions to its external context. Although there are many plausible answers,

we argue that they boil down to one: the politics of population change. The United States

underwent extraordinary transformations geographically, demographically, institutionally,

and politically between the Civil War and the Great Depression, and we will show how the

Census Bureau, like all government offices, struggled simply to keep up, let alone to get

control of the situation. For a variety of reasons, those changes ceased by 1930, and, with

their demise, the impetus to change the census yet again also ceased.

 Making sense of the process of racial reorganization in the United States requires a

theoretical framework about the relationship between a census and the racial order that

previous studies have not established. Thus we first set the stage for answering the empirical

questions by considering more broadly how censuses help to create and solidify a modern

polity’s racial order. We build on existing literature to generate more systematic claims on

that point. We then explore the dynamics shaping the U.S. Census Bureau’s role in

reorganizing the racial order from 1850 through 1930. We show how context and choice

interacted in creating classifications of what is now understood as the ethnoracial pentagon

(white, black, Asian, Native American, and Hispanic; the term is from.[10] Next, we consider

why the period from 1850 through 1930 was especially important for developing the

American racial order, and why experimentation in racial reorganization ended when it did.

We conclude by moving back out to broader issues of what racial order was left in place after

experimentation ended, what our analysis implies for the contemporary politics of racial

classification in the United States, and what remains to be considered in future research.
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Censuses and the Racial Order

Border warfare of the most primitive type still is waged in mountain fastnesses, the darkest

pages in the annals of crime now are being written, . . . and from their factory prisons a

hundred thousand children cry aloud for rescue. . . . In hazardous scout duty into these fields

of danger the Census Bureau leads. The Census is the sword that shatters secrecy, the key

that opens trebly-guarded doors; the Enumerator is vested with the Nation's greatest right—

the Right To Know—and on his findings all battle-lines depend.[11]

Despite valiant, if misguided, efforts to romanticize the role of a census bureau, it is not

immediately obvious what political and substantive role a census plays in a polity.

Professionals within a census bureau think of themselves as demographers, scientists

intentionally removed from the hurly-burly and ambiguities of politics and policy-making.

Census directors know that theirs is a political role, but a large part of their mission is to

protect the appearance and reality of scientific neutrality. The directors may have been too

successful; perhaps because the task of enumeration seems on its surface to be

straightforward, political scientists have insufficiently theorized censuses. Thus it is

necessary to begin with the big picture about how and why the United States census, and

censuses in general, are intensely political actors.

How Does a Census Help to Shape the Racial Order? In almost every modern society that

classifies its population, a census sits at the center of institutional expressions of the

ethnoracial order. That order is constituted by a combination of ideological beliefs, both

about one’s own group and about others, and institutional and social practices, again both

within and outside a given group. Together, beliefs and practices determine what the

meaningful group categories are, how they are bounded, who belongs in each, and where

each group’s status is situated in relation to the others. The racial order helps to guide the

polity’s and individuals’ choices about the distribution of goods and resources, and does a

great deal to shape each person’s life chances. We focus here especially on two dimensions of

relative positioning in the American racial order: vertical or ranked hierarchy, and a

horizontal dimension distinguishing insiders from outsiders.[12]

A census’s system of racial classification does not by itself create the ethnoracial order; in

fact, classification schemes are neither necessary nor sufficient tools for constructing and

maintaining ethnoracial hierarchy. On the one hand, countries such as France do not collect

official statistics by race, but racial identity and stratification exist there nonetheless.[13]  In

other countries such as Lebanon, the ethnoracial order is so fraught that ethnic or racial data

are too contentious to collect or publish. Classification may be selective and applied only to

particular groups, as distinguished from creating an entire classification system for the whole

population. Most Latin American countries, for example, do not systematically categorize

their populations by race, but some have census questions about membership in particular

indigenous groups or ask about indigenous language use.[14] Thus in Mexico, Colombia, and

Peru, the census identifies the indigenous but not the African-descent populations.[15] On
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the other hand, even an official classification system cannot create or sustain ethno-racial

hierarchy without support from other social and political institutions. Classification alone

will not transform an unranked ethnic order into a ranked one.[16]

 Nevertheless, around the world, states increasingly count and categorize their populations

according to ethnicity or race for purposes of public policymaking.[17] And where they

undertake such a task, the census is central. A modern census helps to construct and

reconstruct an ethnoracial order in four ways: by providing the taxonomy and language of

race; generating the informational content for that taxonomy: facilitating the development of

public policies; and generating numbers upon which claims to political representation are

made. Let us consider each in turn.

As many scholars have pointed out, censuses create the official language and taxonomy of

race and imbue them with the authority of the state. Census racial policy defines the

meaningful categories, locates boundaries between groups, assigns people to one category or

another, and indicates which groups are subsets of or superordinate in relation to one

another.[18] “Race” or “ethnicity”receive meaning in relation to other concepts such as color,

nationality, classes of populations, language, place of birth, blood quantum, mother tongue,

stock, or peoples. Are races more biologically fixed than ethnicities? Is mother tongue a truer

representation of a person’s identity than nationality or place of birth? Did the tiny colony of

Ceylon really need seventy-eight nationalities and twenty-four races to identify its

population, as the British apparently thought in their 1871 census of the island?[19] What is

meant in New Zealand when the proportion of respondents choosing “New Zealander” as

their ethnicity on the census increases from 2 to 11 percent over five years?[20] As we will see

below, the terminology with which groups are labeled can contribute to determining their

position and trajectory in a nation’s racial order.

Second, a census then fills in its taxonomy. The census produces ostensibly objective data

about the size of groups, as well as residential patterns, education, income, occupations,

marital status, housing, age, and perhaps other characteristics such as religion, voting

participation, or nativity and citizenship status. Many public and private actors may gather

information about various groups—but the census is uniquely mandated to provide

authoritative public information, and to do so on a scope and scale unmatched by other

government institutions or private researchers. And as former census director Kenneth

Prewitt points out, the information generated through censuses has a unique standing:

“These are not matters of idle curiosity. Every question asked in the U.S. census connects to a

specific government program or purpose.”[21]

Third, a census can be used to facilitate public policies that reinforce or undermine a racial

order. It does not in any simple sense cause these policies to come into existence, but it

makes some more feasible and makes a few possible. Prewitt argues that “it would of course

be an exaggeration to attribute the racialization of American politics to the census. But the

availability of a racial taxonomy—counting and sorting by race—was handmaiden to the

politics of race that continue to the present.” In particular, “classification separated those
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entitled to full participation in society from those whose race was cause for exclusion.”[22]

Congress used data from the 1890 census to set immigration quotas after 1924, and military

leaders used 1940 census data to identify Japanese and Japanese American residents of the

west coast for internment during World War II.[23] One reason that the government of

France refuses to collect racial and ethnic information is its determination that official data

can never again be available to identify members of a particular group, as census data were

used to round up Jews in Vichy France during World War II.

Information from a census may enable inclusive as well as exclusive policies. Census data

were instrumental in implementing the 1965 Voting Rights Act in the United States, and they

play a continuing role in litigating over affirmative action and employment discrimination

and in other policies intended to disproportionately benefit disadvantaged groups. Advocacy

groups in Brazil advocate changing how blacks are identified on the Brazilian census in part

to facilitate the expansion of race-based affirmation action policies.[24]

Fourth and finally, census data produce information upon which claims to political access

and representation are made. From the Constitution’s three-fifths clause for creating a

Congress to the judicial mandate to reshape New York City’s councilmanic districts in 1991,

the location and magnitude of particular groups have affected how legislative districts are

bounded and which legislators are chosen.[25] Data about groups’ proportions may provide

them with the ammunition against the state for new claims for representation; at the extreme

end, proponents of consociational democracy advocate a form of ethnic proportional

representation in divided societies that relies upon demographic data derived from censuses.

[26] A legislature’s composition, in turn, affects adoption of policy choices connected to the

racial order; those choices loop back to lend further aid to the construction of a self-defined

group which can then mobilize and demand further action.

Why Does a Census Classify According to Race? Why would a state choose to use a census to

classify its population according to race or ethnicity at all? Why might racial classification

take a particular form? There is no clear and consistent answer except that virtually all

scholars concur with Prewitt’s starting point: despite demographers’ fervent wish, “the

categories made explicit by any classification scheme are seldom politically neutral.”[27]

Extant explanations of why censuses classify and how they arrive at a given taxonomy raise

important considerations about domestic, international, and institutional contexts. However,

in our view, none can fully explain the vast array of changes and experimentation that

occurred on the U.S. census in the decades after 1850.

In one view, census classification is primarily a mechanism for racial control and exclusion—

an instance of the broader claim that classification is part of the construction and

maintenance of racial hierarchy and the distinction between insiders and outsiders.[28]

Writing about Brazil and the United States, for example, Melissa Nobles traces the history of

the mulatto category in order to demonstrate how race scientists within the Census Office

(later Bureau) worked with southern politicians to produce census policy. The former sought

to generate data supporting their theories of white biological superiority, while the latter
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sought evidence to justify and legitimate policies of non-white exclusion and white

supremacy.[29] Census-taking is thus an exercise in nation-building and state control—

sometimes at the expense of subordinated groups.[30] Taking this argument a step further,

some perceive the census to be an arm of the Foucaultian state, always seeking to deepen its

penetration and control of society through close and constant scrutiny. Thus adding the

Chinese category in 1870 “was a form of surveillance, a mechanism for imposing order and

racial clarity on the proliferation of an ambiguous alien.”[31]

Considered through a different lens or in a different historical period, however, policies of

racial classification might serve aspirational goals. The U.S. census provided the site of the

multiracial movement’s demands for official recognition in the 1990s,[32] and invention of

the category of “mother tongue” became the vehicle by which Jews could distinguish

themselves from both blacks and Gentile whites many decades earlier.[33] Neither a purely

disciplinary nor aspirational account can explain the trajectory of change on the U.S. census

between 1850 and 1930. Mezey acknowledges but does not try to reconcile the disciplinary

and the aspirational roles of the census; Nobles does try by arguing that, in some historical

moments, states actively impose racial categories on the population, while at others, states

are relatively open to influence from social forces such as advocacy groups or changing

norms and beliefs about race. She does not, however, specify when census policies will be

top-down rather than bottom-up, or even how we would know.

David Kertzer and Dominique Arel provide one way to reconcile the two roles, through the

idea of "the locus of power over the construction of identity categories in the census."[34]

They argue that the locus of power at a given time depends upon the state’s goals. Where

state power is oriented towards coercion and control (as with censuses conducted by colonial

countries in the colonies or by slave-owning nations), the locus of power lies with the state

and it imposes categories as it sees fit. Conversely, where the state is oriented towards

nation-building or incorporation of previously excluded groups into full societal

membership, the locus of power shifts toward the groups subject to classification. In these

cases, groups have more opportunity to negotiate with the state over the form that

ethnoracial classification will take. As with the logics of discipline and aspiration, the concept

of locus of power in creating census racial categories is useful for explicating the American

census, but it too does not quite suffice. For some groups between 1850 and 1930, the loci of

power were multiple and rapidly shifting in ways Kertzer and Arel’s model does not predict;

groups such as Mexicans and South Asians were switched back and forth between agency and

external control. Furthermore, none of the three logics explicated so far can explain the

proliferation and then rejection of mixed race categories.

Two other strands of argument about how and why censuses create racial taxonomies

contribute to explaining our case. Not only state and society, but also the international

context, matters. International forces are increasingly important in determining the

enumeration of race and ethnicity, given the interest of the United States and international

bodies in securing standardized racial and ethnic data.[35] For example, a report comparing
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“the collection of data to measure the extent and impact of discrimination” in five nations

describes a European Community mandate for “the development and dissemination of

comparable statistical series data on the scale of discrimination.”[36] But such forces are not

new; around the turn of the twentieth century, American classifications of migrants from

Asia, Mexico, and much of Europe were shaped by both direct pressures from foreign

governments and by the indirect consequences of wars and conquests.

Finally, although census taxonomies might be primarily political in one way or another, they

are not only political. Stanley Lieberson reminds us of the “devilish principles” of census

enumeration of race and ethnicity, especially the inherent disconnect between fluid and

changing social reality and any fixed classification scheme. This disconnect is exacerbated by

policy-makers’ natural conservatism: “census-taking organizations are cautious and not

readily inclined towards making changes in either the questions or their coded

responses.”[37] To the degree that this claim is persuasive, it makes the extraordinary degree

of racial reorganization between 1850 and 1930 even more anomalous, and in need of

explanation.

Another important and nonpolitical influence on census taxonomies is the technological

limits on what it is possible to ask, analyze, and report, and in how much detail. Our period of

racial reorganization corresponded with a period of unprecedented growth and expansion in

the technological capacity and budgetary resources available to the census. In 1790 the

census boasted no permanent office staff and produced only one article-length report. By

1850, it was a respectably institutionalized office reassembled every decade, and by 1910 it

had acquired the status of a permanent Bureau with a Director of almost Cabinet-level rank.

From 1850 through 1930, the number of enumerators per million residents of the United

States (a rough indicator of quality) increased five-fold; the office staff, cost per capita, and

number of published pages grew many times more.[38] Technological capacity, as we will see

below, may not correspond with human, organizational, or budgetary capacities. But without

new technologies, many of the innovative schemes for racial and ethnic classification would

simply not have been imaginable.

In short, ethnoracial taxonomies may emerge from a dominant group’s racial ideology, the

state’s disciplinary control, subordinated groups’ demands for inclusion and status,

international pressures, bureaucrats’ conservatism, technological feasibility, and policy

concerns or the need for apportionment, according to the academic literature. We have no

quarrel with any particular argument in this array; all of these approaches tell us something

important about moments in the history of the American census between 1850 and 1930. Our

quarrel is with the claim that any one of these characterizations is the best way to understand

the relationship between a census and a nation’s racial order. Only by understanding that the

census can be, and has been, used by many actors for many purposes can we begin to make

sense of its central role in reorganizing the American racial order between 1850 and 1940.



10/58

Why a Given Taxonomy in a Particular Census? 

To supplement the array of extant explanations about why censuses create particular racial

taxonomies, and to show why American census taxonomies were so incoherent, illogical, and

unstable between 1850 and 1930, it is necessary to look inside the institution at the particular

policy makers and policy decisions themselves. Within a given domestic and international

context, bureaucratic and legislative actors make genuine, though constrained, choices about

racial categorization. Their choices, we argue, result from an unsystematic and fluid mixture

of three motivations—political, scientific, and ideological. Over the ninety years of our study,

these motivations sometimes reinforced, sometimes blurred into, and sometimes conflicted

with one another, producing a set of results that can be explained retrospectively but whose

contours could not be predicted a priori.[39]

By political, we mean two closely related phenomena—the desire for partisan advantage, and

the desire of one institution to control or be autonomous of another. In particular, we

examine the relationship between Congress and the Census Office (later, Bureau) in order to

see how jockeying for the locus of power between the two bodies affected the racial categories

used by enumerators in the field.[40] By scientific, we mean the effort by agency analysts to

produce results that warrant approbation from their professional peers. This motivation

accords well with the desire for bureaucratic autonomy, but is likely to conflict with the urge

to create or use data for partisan advantage.[41] By ideological, we mean agencies’ or

politicians’ desire to reinforce or act upon deep normative beliefs about the racial order,

which may or may not be articulated or even in the consciousness of the actor.[42] Ideologies

can reinforce an agency’s commitment to professionalism or undermine it.[43]  Ideologies

may similarly reinforce partisan loyalties, or compete with them if a party is mainly a vehicle

for jobs and spoils.[44]

As the indeterminacy of that paragraph suggests, we believe it to be neither possible nor

desirable to try to predict when or how the three motivations will reinforce, mutually

constitute, or contradict one another. That is a matter of historical contingency and of the

peculiarities of a particular interaction.[45] Nevertheless, understanding specific policy

choices requires that we try to disentangle the three motivations. In so doing, we will show

what happened both when the motivations coincided and when one superseded the others,

thereby changing the direction of census classification or analysis.

A final prefatory note: just as the three motivations show no linear trend, so racial

reorganization as a whole need not tend in one direction. Whether a change in classification

schemes strengthens or attenuates group-based hierarchy or exclusion, or does both, is

historically contingent. And given that racial boundaries and statuses are defined

relationally, understanding changes in a polity’s racial order requires simultaneous

examination of all groups. That is our final complaint about the extant literature; most

scholars have focused on one or two groups rather than on the whole system.[46] Excellent

research examines the purported racial science underlying interest in black-white mixture,
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[47] or contestation over classifying European immigrants.[48] Yet other research finds

inconsistency in census treatments of Hispanics,[49] and incoherence in the treatment of

Asians.[50]

What is needed, and what we aim to contribute here, is examination of the dynamics of racial

classification as a whole—across time and across groups. We turn to it now, by focusing on

“snapshots” of crucial moments. Each snapshot demonstrates the mixture of motivations

that led to a particular enumeration; taken together, they show how the categorizations of all

groups collectively created and transformed a system of racial classification. Each snapshot

also suggests how the dynamics of disciplinary control or aspirations for inclusion operated

for a given group at a given period, and how technology, international pressures, and

bureaucratic stickiness intermittently contributed to a particular classification scheme. By

the time the reader has absorbed this set of snapshots, the narrative history of American

racial reorganization around the turn of the twentieth century should be clear.

Blacks, Whites, and Racial Mixture

The U.S. Census Office first addressed the racial order in response to the Constitution's

mandate of a decennial "Enumeration" based on the principle that "Representatives and

direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States . . . according to their respective

Numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, . . . and

excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons." Strictly speaking, the initial

census takers needed only to distinguish free citizens from slaves (once Indians not taxed

were excluded from enumeration). From the beginning, however, the census separated

whites from "all other free Persons" as well as from slaves—thus building racial classification

into the population counts needed for Congressional apportionment. The initial classification

scheme remained in place with few changes for the nation's first half century.

Mulattoes in 1850: The law authorizing the 1850 census dramatically expanded the census’s

range. It called for statistics on agriculture, manufacture and industry, commerce, religion,

crime, wages, and other topics. It required information on each person, rather than merely

each household. And it required the federal marshals gathering these data to identify

“mulattoes.”

The reasons for enumerating mulattos in 1850 are complex. The ideological context around

any discussion of race was, as all readers know, intensely fraught. Secretary of State John C.

Calhoun, for example, had sought to use 1840 census data to show that when freed, “the

condition of the African, instead of being improved, has become worse.”[51] He was referring

to the fact that the 1840 census purportedly revealed that free blacks were overwhelmingly

more likely to suffer from insanity and other disabilities than enslaved blacks or whites;

controversy over these results roiled the House of Representatives and the new American

Statistical Association for months.
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In this loaded situation, Sen. Joseph Underwood (Whig–KY) urged questions to determine

the “degree of removal from pure white and black races.” He was probably influenced by

Josiah Nott, the nation’s pre-eminent racial theorist and polygenist.[52] Nott wanted census

data in order to show that mixed-race people had poor fertility and short lives and to develop

life insurance tables.[53] In a classic case of the politics of strange bedfellows, northern

opponents of slavery also sought detailed information about individual slaves—in Sen.

William Seward’s (Whig–NY) case, to find out “how rapid” was the “progress” of the African

race in the United States.[54]

Other southern senators, however, insisted on deleting the question about degree of removal

along with others that implicitly recognized slaves as persons with lives and histories (such as

names, children born to female slaves, and place of birth). Race scholars’ and abolitionists’

mixed ideological and scientific desire for more data almost entirely lost out to the

politicians’ instinct to avoid feeding intractable ideological disputes. Nevertheless, after little

discussion, Congress accepted the “Color” inquiry, specifying the categories of white, black,

and mulatto (identified by skin tone) for both free persons and slaves.

Nobles argues that identifying mulattoes brought Nott’s theories of polygenesis and the

degeneracy of racial mixture into the heart of the American statistical system. We agree; the

new category implied the acceptability of such claims about racial rank order hierarchy, and

imbued them with further ideological and scientific legitimacy. However, the new census

category also opened questions about racial mixture to examination by ideologues of all

sides; where southerners proposed enumerating mulattoes for reasons of profit or racial

beliefs, northerners seized the opportunity to gather information about the slave system in

order to promote emancipation or abolition. In the first of many such instances in the

decades of racial reorganization, the ideological origins of particular classification schemes

were buffeted by debate, resistance, and appropriation from competing normative

commitments as well as by partisan and scientific motivations.

The debate over the mulatto category was part of a new effort to systematize census data

collection. With the creation of a Census Board, 1850 marks the first time that Congress

solicited, and subjected itself to, formal input from external expert advisors.[55]

Technological changes and the new discipline of statistics stood to revolutionize the

enterprise of census-taking, and statisticians, industrialists, and politicians all clamored for

data on an array of features of the growing American society.[56] Congress thus required

“radical changes in the method and scope of the census, . . . constitut[ing] an epoch in the

history of census taking.”[57] Following the recommendations of the Census Board, Congress

mandated data on agriculture, manufacture and industry, commerce, religion, crime, wages,

and other topics. It required information on persons, not merely households. The number of

inquiries on the census form rose from 7 in 1830 to 138 in 1850; questions on population

alone increased from 7 to 22 over that same period.[58] Thus some may have seen measuring

racial mixture as just one more element in a more precise and accurate demographic portrait

of the nation.[59]
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In short, “mulatto” arrived on the census as the stalking horse for polygenist racial science, as

a way for opponents of slavery to learn more about blacks, as one piece of the statisticians’

omnivorous quest for knowledge, as the lesser of many evils to southern politicians, as an

acknowledgement of increasing racial mixture and the distinctive economic and social

position of many mulattoes,[60] as a chip in the battle over Congressional control of

executive agencies, and as an element of partisan contestation.[61] Politics, science, and

ideology were inextricably mixed, and the process of racial reorganization was underway—

arguably not exactly as anyone intended.[62]

Quadroons and Octoroons in 1890: Despite vast changes in the American racial order

between 1850 and 1880, the next three censuses produced no revision of the mulatto

category (although in 1880, for budgetary reasons, the Census Office published no data on

mulattoes). The reason was probably the simple fact of bureaucratic stickiness. In 1890,

however, the census again dramatically expanded in size, scope, and budget. It now boasted a

centralized office, led by a network of sophisticated statisticians and social scientists

determined to wrest control from supporters of political patronage for hiring enumerators,

and to vest the census with scientific legitimacy. As Superintendent Robert Porter informed

his boss, the Secretary of the Interior, “The demand for exact statistics is constantly

increasing, [as is] . . . the importance of greater accuracy and care in securing statistical data

of all kinds.”[63] Cutting-edge technology, including the wonder of mechanized tabulation,

introduced new possibilities for collating and analyzing data; the 1880 and 1890 censuses

generated well over 20,000 published pages each, compared with less than 3,500 in 1870.

As in 1850, the expansion included more detail on racial mixture. With regard to “color or

race,” enumerators’ instructions specified:

Be particularly careful to distinguish between blacks, mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons.

The word “black” should be used to describe those persons who have three-fourths or more

black blood; “mulatto,” those persons who have from three-eighths to five-eighths black

blood; “quadroon,” those persons who have one-fourth black blood; and “octoroon,” those

persons who have one-eighth or any trace of black blood.[64]

No instruction explained how to determine fractions of black blood.[65]

The proximate reason for this new instruction is reasonably clear, and similar to that of 1850;

even this greatly expanded Census Office had relatively little autonomy and took direction

from specific Congressional mandates. Rep. Joseph Wheeler (D–AL) proposed in 1888 that

data be collected “to ascertain and exhibit the physical effects upon offspring resulting from

the amalgamation of human species.” The census should therefore “publish the birth rate and

death rate among pure whites, and among negroes, Chinamen, Indians, and half-breeds or

hybrids of any description or character . . . as well as of mulattoes, quadroons, and

octoroons.”[66] Congressional records say nothing of Wheeler’s purpose. However, Carroll

Wright, the Commissioner of Labor and acting census superintendent in the late 1880s,

supported the inquiry, arguing that “whether the mulattoes, quadroons, and octoroons are
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disappearing and the race becoming more purely Negro, is a question which can not be

settled by observation. It must be settled by statistics, and the sooner the statistics are

collected the better.” Neither house of Congress discussed the addition, merely noting that

this addition would be “inexpensive” and was “desired by scientists.”[67]

Ideology surely underlay this curious one-time experiment in measuring the finer gradations

of racial mixture; race scientists continued their perennial interest in showing that mixed-

race individuals were physically, mentally, and morally degenerate. At the same time, the late

1880s were a period of efforts to consolidate white supremacy in the south after losing the

Civil War and resisting Reconstruction. White domination was not as settled during this time

as it retrospectively appears to have been; there were pockets of genuine contestation over

racial hierarchy, and some blacks still held political office and a little political power.[68]

Given its unsettled state, authorities presumably wanted to know how much the racial

hierarchy needed to be further reinforced, which depended in part on whether the number of

people blurring the line between the subordinated and the dominant races was increasing or

decreasing, thriving or struggling, moving toward or away from whiteness.

Nevertheless, as in 1850, ideology does not completely explain the addition of quadroon and

octoroon. Wright himself stressed the need for “accurate information—as full as possible”

and “statistical information” on a “question which can not be settled by observation.”[69]

Those are the words of someone seeking the facts, or at least of someone who understands

that seeking the facts is the best justification for gathering information to support an

ideology.

Nor did the Census Office evince any ideological passion about the data themselves. The 1890

Population report barely mentioned the racial hybridity data except to dismiss them. One

table in the 1,000-page volume distinguished all four subsets of negroes, yet offered no

commentary. The intensely detailed analysis of changing racial proportions in each state was

couched entirely in terms of whites and negroes. What census officials did do with these data

was disavow them. Former Superintendent Robert Porter’s introduction to the Population

volume was crystal clear on this topic:

The persons of negro descent are further classified under the law, as follows: negroes,

6,337,980; mulattoes, 956,989; quadroons, 105,135, and octoroons, 69,936. These figures are

of little value. Indeed, as an indication of the extent to which the races have mingled, they are

misleading.[70]

Porter later observed that “no one, I think, can realise [sic] the importance of a simple

schedule more than I do. . . . Yet the failure . . . to realise [sic] the ideal [in the enormously

complex 1890 census] was a conspicuous failure.” His “ideal population schedule” would

include merely ten brief questions; with regard to race it would inquire only whether the

person was “white, black, Chinese, Japanese, or Indians [sic].”[71]
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As Porter’s repudiation suggests, the new racial classification arguably did less to solidify the

ideological commitment to a stratified racial order than to open that commitment to scrutiny

by people with alternative ideologies or a competing allegiance to scientific rigor. Many

leading social scientists concurred with Porter that measuring fine inter-racial gradations

was a waste of time. Eminent statistician Robert Mayo-Smith, to cite only one example, wrote

that “the extension of the colour division to quadroon and octoroon seems to me entirely

futile, because the persons interested (belonging to the old slave class or their descendents)

will never be able to say how much white blood flows in their veins, and to determine the

question by the shade of colour of the individual would be contrary to our knowledge of

physiological laws.”[72] Most experts simply ignored the new categories of racial mixture.

[73]

In fact, census officials and their supporters were clearly annoyed by this Congressional

imposition. Porter pointedly noted that “the persons of negro descent are further classified

under the law, as follows.”[74] Being outside the government, Mayo-Smith permitted

himself more directness:

Additions are made to the [census] schedules by Congress, but they are either for political

effect or are due to momentary interest in a particular question, and they are often forced

upon the superintendent without regard to their permanent usefulness or to the danger of

over-burdening the enumerators.[75]

Given, for the first time, no explicit instructions from Congress on population enumeration in

1900, the Census Office did what Porter had long wanted, and dropped all indicators of

black-white racial mixture.

Thus political control by Congress and the ideology of racial science combined to produce the

census’s multiple measurements of racial mixture in 1890. The desire for statistical precision

underlay the subsequent disavowal of such a socially constructed hodgepodge, and growing

bureaucratic autonomy combined with the desire for statistical precision to permit

abandonment of any such measurement a decade later. Quadroon and octoroon remain in

the historical record only as a failed experiment even though, as the new century approached,

the American racial order remained unsettled on the question of whether mixed-race

individuals were importantly different from their single-race counterparts.

The Disappearance of Mulatto in 1930: While Congress never again asserted itself on the

mulatto category, actors within the Census Bureau did. In 1910, Walter Willcox, a Cornell

University statistician and potent force within the Census Bureau, argued to reinstate the

mulatto category on the grounds that a “simple” question asking only if the person were of

“pure or mixed blood” would be sufficiently accurate to provide valuable information.[76] He

temporarily won the day; “mulatto” was returned to the census in 1910, and again in 1920,

after which it disappeared.
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Why did the mulatto category disappear? The Census Bureau once again relied on science for

its explanation: “The principal reason for giving up the attempt to separate blacks and

mulattoes was the fact that results of the attempt in past censuses had been very imperfect”

and “not even approximately accurate.” Despite all their efforts at precision, the mulatto

increase of 1910 “was probably the result of the employment of large numbers of Negro

enumerators and . . . this might explain the decrease in the percentage mulatto between 1910

and 1920.”[77]

Congress’s 1929 Act providing for the 1930 census ceded control over the content of specific

questions to the Census Bureau, so  it was officially free to choose its path.[78] However, its

scientific explanation for dropping mulatto in 1930 is at best only partial. After all, census

officials had complained for decades that counts of racial mixture were very imperfect—so

why the change then? The broader context suggests the importance of changing ideologies

about the racial order, on the part of both whites and blacks. A crucial clue is the fact that the

Census Bureau’s deletion of attention to racial mixture after almost a century caused not

even a ripple within Congress, the press, or the academy. The change was a non-issue, a

policy decision reflecting new normative commitments, new laws, and a new

conceptualization of the racial order. By 1930, the American ideology of white supremacy had

reversed course from the turn of the century’s fascination with racial mixture; southern

states’ recently instituted one-drop-of-blood rules were migrating into federal statistical

systems. Scholarly attention to racial mixture continued into the 1930s, and mixture never

stopped being socially and economically salient in black communities.[79] But mainstream

ideology had shifted to a commitment to bright-line differences between races in order to

maintain white racial purity. The 1930 census reflected and solidified that shift.[80]

Blacks were also increasingly committed to a move from blurred to rigid boundaries, albeit

for different reasons. Although a significant segment of light-skinned blacks continued to

affirm the distinctive classification of mulatto, many black leaders had long claimed that

distinguishing blacks from mulattoes was conceptually mistaken and destructive of

solidarity. W. E. B. Du Bois, for example, had urged census officials in 1900 to “class those of

African descent together,” and to accept an expert advisory panel that included Booker T.

Washington and Kelly Miller, a prominent black sociologist[81] Du Bois chose his list of

experts carefully; both Washington and Miller advocated black unity and erasure of the line

between blacks and mulattoes.[82]

Similar views might have found expression within the Census Bureau. Statistician Charles E.

Hall, a close friend of Miller, worked at the bureau for four decades. He rose to become the

“Specialist in Negro Statistics” and the highest ranking black public official in the nation’s

capital; the black press labeled him “The Most Important Washington Negro.”[83] We found

no direct evidence of Hall’s connection with the mulatto category, but he worked

indefatigably to shift the bureau’s focus from monitoring and control of the black community

through data collection to direct service to it in order to foster greater inclusion. His reports

emphasized blacks’ progress through increased literacy, professional employment, and
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purchasing power; he vigorously and publicly opposed segregation in federal agencies and

his own unfair treatment with regard to promotion and salary.[84] Given his racial pride, he

probably opposed the mulatto category. His major report on Negroes in the United States:

1920–1932 included no mention of mulattoes, in sharp contrast to the 1918 volume’s full

chapter on mulattoes to which the later volume was intended to be “supplementary.”

In sum, “mulatto” rose, effloresced, and disappeared through a combination of ideology,

politics, and science. Ideological contestation over slavery merged with Congress’s assertion

of control over the Census Office and the first stirrings of both racial and demographic

science to bring racial mixture onto the census. Four decades later, Congress retained control

over an increasingly restive and stronger Census Office—enough control so that ideological

anxiety about racial boundary-blurring and the robust racial “science” now known as

eugenics was able to have even more impact on census categories. But the Census Office

fought back, in part to promote autonomy from Congressional patronage-mongers and in

part because it was increasingly committed to demographic rigor, which efforts to measure

racial proportions through appearance violated. By 1930—when whites’ ideology of racial

hierarchy had shifted from obsession with racial mixture to official denial of its existence,

when state legislatures had finally sorted out how to implement one-drop laws, and when

most black elites concurred in preferring bright lines to blurred ones—experimentation with

various categorizations in the black-white racial order ended in a reorganized and drastically

simplified hierarchy.

The upshot was a major component of a redefined racial order. After the upheaval of civil war

and emancipation, the census helped Americans to decide who was to be defined as black or

white and what was entailed by a given definition. It gave Americans the information they

needed to realize that black and white are continual rather than nominal categories and that

racial boundaries are defined rather than discovered. Once Americans got a good look at that

idea, they turned their back on it, in favor of legally mandated distinctions between groups

that were now officially mutually exclusive. For the rest of the twentieth century, the

classification system of the Census Bureau reinforced the black/white binary prescribed in

1930.

Chinese, Japanese, Hindoos, and Asiatics

Racial classification was even more vexed with respect to Asian immigrants, who began

arriving on the west coast just prior to the Civil War. The census reflected the nation’s

perplexity and anxiety about this population, and provided the categories according to which

the government eventually resolved it. For Asians, the crucial issue was not racial mixture

but rather the deeper question of what a race actually is, and who would be allowed to join

the insiders of American society rather than being excluded or remaining on the margins as

perennial foreigners.



18/58

Chinese, Sometimes Including Japanese: Census recognition of people who are today seen as

Asian American first appeared in the extra California state census of 1852, in which a subset

of the white population was identified in a footnote as Chinese. (A fire had destroyed some

census forms, so California received a second enumeration.) The 1860 Population report

noted that Chinese were included with whites in several state tabulations, but “Asiatics” were

tabulated separately only in the state of California. In 1870 “Chinese” appeared as a color on

the main population schedule, along with White, Black, Mulatto, and Indian.[85] “Chinese,”

the 1870 Population report helpfully noted, “for census purposes was held to embrace

Japanese . . . but to exclude Hawaiians.”[86]

      Asian nationalities, along with blurred boundaries among them, continued to appear at

irregular intervals over succeeding decades. By 1920 enumerators were told to distinguish

among Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, Korean, and Other (along with White, Black and

Mulatto), and publications added categories such as Asian Hawaiians, part Hawaiian, “Mixed

(rather than Chomorro or Polynesian),” and “Mixed (rather than Filipino).” Census officials

never explained why enumeration of these groups was always based on nationality or racial

mixture, rather than a supra-national racial category like “Asiatic” or “Mongolian,” in the

common terminology of the day. Only the 1880 Population report includes a brief reference

to Asiatics as a racial group including various nationalities. Nor did Congress ever mention

Asiatics or any Asian nationality in any census law in any year. (Congress was without

question interested, however; as a Congressional report on changes to the 1870 census

observed rather cryptically, “That [inquiry] relating to color has been made to include

distinctively the Chinese, so as to throw some light on the grave questions which the arrival

of the Celestials among us has raised.”[87]

As with immigrants from Europe (see below), the initial inconsistency and confusion on the

census might be explained by the inconsistency and confusion in other official domains.

Congressional hearings, for example, show an endless variety of locutions—Hindostanic

Bengalese, Mongolian and Chinese as racial synonyms, Chinese as a subset of Mongolian,

Chinese and Asiatic as synonyms, “Hindoos and other Asiatic races” in contrast to the

Chinese, Orientals, and the red, black, and yellow races, among others.

If the taxonomy was confused, the racial ideology was not. Politicians’ debate over Asians

revolved around whether any or all could ever move from the status of perennial foreigners

and outsiders, to that of assimilable immigrants. The Republican party initially took the

latter position, as did former census director Joseph Kennedy. In 1875, he spoke at great

length and with deep passion about “so monstrous a proposition” as the Chinese exclusion

bill before Congress. He invoked, among other arguments, “the philanthropic sentiment of

Cicero,” “the sacredness of contracts,” “the obligations of law,” “the higher religion we

profess,” distaste for “sentiments not only so abhorrent to humanity but violative of

principles our fathers came here to plant and their sons lived to cherish,” and simple

“justice.”[88]
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But despite Kennedy’s eloquence and his party’s early support, the open borders that applied

to the rest of the world were not available to many Asian nationalities by the 1870s. Policy

choices ranged only from carefully controlled quotas and guest worker programs to complete

exclusion.[89] After all, so the claim went, the Chinese were categorically different from even

the lowliest European immigrants. They were not in all ways inferior—a central charge,

repeated ad nauseum, was that they worked too hard for too little pay—but they were “an

indigestible mass in the community” who “do not desire to become citizens of this country,

and have no knowledge or appreciation for our institutions.”[90] The Democratic party was

especially hostile to Chinese immigration, and the ideology behind the Chinese question

became inextricably bound up with partisan politics.[91]

Antagonism toward the Chinese in particular provides a clue as to why the census began to

distinguish Asian nationalities (after which point, path dependency, or bureaucratic

stickiness, presumably takes over as an explanation). Many political actors before the turn of

the century argued for Chinese exclusion on the grounds that the Chinese were radically

different from the Japanese. A California Senate committee reported testimony in 1877 that

“it is generally supposed that they [Chinese and Japanese] are the same race; but this is not

so. They are of absolutely different origin, and there is no sympathy, no similarity between

them. . . . [T]he Japanese are of Turkish blood; of the same race as the Turks or

Arabians.”[92] Others agreed that “some similarities of race exist between . . . [Koreans] and

Japanese, while the Chinese are quite singular and unlike.”[93] After all, unlike the despised

Chinese, the Japanese were Christian, democratic, cultivated, honest, intelligent, polished,

gentlemen, “peaceable, quiet citizens,” the “Frenchmen of the east.”[94] Japanese were, in

short, assimilable; “those we have here now conform to our customs. They have become

Americanized.”[95]

Not surprisingly, then, in 1890 the census distinguished Japanese from Chinese Treating

Chinese and Japanese as separate groups and separating both from mainstream whiteness

reflected and reified the racial order emerging in the earlier Congressional debates. On the

one hand, the Japanese, in the minds of some at least, had significantly higher status than

the Chinese—even approaching whites (or at least Frenchmen). On the other hand, both

nationalities remained unambiguously non-white and non-American . Thus both remained

legally on the margins of American society, excluded from the mainstream by laws

prohibiting naturalization, interracial marriage, certain forms of property ownership, and

inheritance.[96]

Taxonomic confusion over what counts as a race, as well as the ideological implications of

enumerating distinct Asian nationalities, sat poorly with some census officials. The 1906

Supplementary Analysis on race noted “little scientific ground for attempting to discriminate

between the Chinese and the Japanese as of different races. They regard themselves and are

regarded by ethnologists as closely related branches of the great Mongolian, or yellow,

race.”[97] Unlike other census analyses, this volume did in fact combine the two groups into

a single Mongolian category.] Furthermore, the distinction by nationality introduced errors
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into enumeration; as a census superintendent observed when the number of Asian

nationalities had climbed to six, “sometimes it is difficult to decide the nationality even after

a personal inspection. . . . We are certainly trying to gather too much information through the

general enumeration. . . . We should certainly be justified in confining the questions [about

“the foreign element of the population”] to the birthplace and mother tongue of the person

reported.”[98] The drive for simplification and consistency in the definition of a race,

however, made no headway.

The question of what is a race became even more confused in the case of South Asians,

identified as “Hindus” or “Hindoos” (although the majority were, in fact, Sikhs).[99] After a

first mention in 1880, they next appeared in 1910, when tables in the Population report

identified Hindus, Koreans, Filipinos and a grand total of eight Maoris along with the

Chinese and Japanese on the population schedule.[100]  We have found no official

explanation for the religious term Hindu as the racial classification for a linguistically and

religiously diverse group of immigrants.[101] The Census Bureau did, however, spell out the

politically expedient and decidedly non-scientific reason for enumerating Hindus as a type of

Asian:

Pure-blood Hindus belong ethnically to the Caucasian or white race and in several instances

have been officially declared to be white by the United States courts in naturalization

proceedings. In the United States, however, the popular conception of the term “white” is

doubtless largely determined by the fact that the whites in this country are almost exclusively

Caucasians of European origin and in view of the fact that the Hindus, whether pure-blood or

not, represent a civilization distinctly different from that of Europe, it was thought proper to

classify them with non-white Asiatics.[102]

As “distinctly different” cultural outsiders, South Asians were too foreign to warrant status as

whites or as possible insiders, regardless of their bloodlines. Within a decade the Supreme

Court’s decision in United States v. Thind echoed the Census Bureau, and South Asians were

formally banned from naturalizing as American citizens. Science in this instance could have

served as a counter to ideology, and could have turned a low-status, excluded, group into a

higher-status, included, one by redefining its race. It proved, however, too weak a force in

this intensely ideological environment.

Enumeration and Identity Cards: We found, in fact, only one occasion in which the attempt

to make the census a tool of Asian exclusionary ideology failed. In 1890 a bill that would have

required the Census Office to issue an identification card to each enumerated Chinese person

passed in the House of Representatives but failed in the Senate. The card would be the only

proof of legal residency; “any Chinese person found in the United States without such

certificate shall be deemed to be unlawfully in the United States, and may be deported

therefrom.”[103] The bill’s sponsors were concerned that despite the Chinese Exclusion Act,

“such immigration continues to come into the United States clandestinely over the border
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from Canada and Mexico, and promises to continue unless effective measures are taken . . .

to distinguish those who shall hereafter unlawfully come into the United States.”[104] In

short, the census was to be the vehicle for identifying what are now called illegal aliens.

Proponents argued that “it is undoubtedly the purpose of this bill to segregate these people

by this enumeration, which shall describe and define and limit them, so that subsequent

accessions to this population shall be prevented.”[105] Census data could and should serve

ideological and partisan—purposes. Opponents, however, objected that the bill contains

“some provisions of a penal character . . . that does [sic] not belong in a census enumeration.

A census enumeration is to learn who the people are, who are here.”[106] Sen. James Eustis

of (D–LA) was the most eloquent:

It strikes me as a little strange that the Census Committee, which is a committee charged, as I

understand, with simply the duty of having the population of this country enumerated . . .

should undertake to report to the Senate a bill which has nothing to do with the question of

census, but has a great deal to do with the question of not only municipal police, but of

international-law relations and obligations. . . . Why, in the absence of any provocation

whatsoever, should we provide in taking a census that this people shall wear a tag like

animals?[107]

Senator Eustis assured his colleagues that “you have a race prejudice against these Chinese.

So have I. I avow it. . . . [T]here is such a thing as antagonism of races.” Nevertheless, “if we

are to reopen this question of Chinese exclusion, let it be done in a proper way and not under

disguise and concealment, under the sham and mockery of taking a census.”[108]

The bill failed in the Senate through an alliance among those who thought it too weak

because it left loopholes for determined Chinese to sneak through, the few opponents of

Chinese exclusion, and those who objected to using the census for punitive purposes. We

found no record of census officials’ views (although one senator reported that the

superintendent favored it). To our knowledge, no one tried again to make the census such an

explicit instrument of surveillance and control until it was used to aid Japanese internment

in World War II. In the case of Chinese identity tags, although not in the case of the

classification system overall, a commitment to insulate the census and treat it as a neutral

scientific endeavor won out, just barely, over ideology and politics.

With this exception, counting Chinese (and later, other Asian) immigrants was indeed “a

mechanism for imposing order and racial clarity on the proliferation of an ambiguous

alien.”[109] Two features of this mechanism remained in place to shape the racial order with

regard to Asians throughout the twentieth century. First, order or clarity never did emerge.

The number of Asian nationalities on census schedules rose, and later fell; state

enumerations used different categories from national ones; and territorial enumerations

(including Hawaii and the Philippines) were never integrated in the national system. The

(incorrect) Hindu religious designation appeared, remained for some decades, and then

disappeared. Second, Asians’ place in the American racial order was uniquely rooted in
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nationality. To put it more pointedly, nationality was consistently racialized in the case of

Asians. And despite the fact that the Census Bureau and some elected officials realized that

social scientists use “Asian” as a racial category analogous to “black” and “white,” a

combination of ideological exclusivity, international pressures from various Asian

governments, and bureaucratic stickiness led to the perpetuation of nationality as the

designator for Asian Americans’ place in the United States’ racial order. Taxonomically

speaking, an element of perennial foreignness has remained even as Asian Americans’ status

in the vertical racial hierarchy has risen.

Whiteness: Race, Stock, Peoples, and Mixed Parentage

“If we were receiving immigrants from the north of Italy,” he said, “it would be an entirely

different matter, but all the Italians who are coming in now are coming from the ‘toe’ and the

‘heel’ of Italy, and from Sicily. You see, the north of Italy are really Celts like the French and

Irish, being descended from the Lombards, but the Sicilians and Calabrians are a mixture of

the old pirates, the Moors, and the degenerated Latin races that were left when the Roman

Empire fell to pieces.”[110]

The issue of immigration regained urgency as the foreign-born population from southern and

eastern Europe soared around the turn of the twentieth century. How many should be

admitted to the United States, and from where? Where should they be put in the racial order?

Should they be included at the top of the hierarchy because they could be defined as white, or

in some mid-range because they were neither black nor Anglo-Saxon? Could they be treated

as potential insiders in the American mainstream, or were they too perennial outsiders who

could never be fully incorporated? Political actors turned to census data to find categories for

making sense of the new European immigrants and for information that would help to

determine how the racial order should once again be reorganized.

Providing the Language to Debate the Sources of Social Turmoil: Every branch of the

federal government and many state and local governments became embroiled in ideological

debates around immigration—as did the Census Office. Census officials were in the front

ranks of nativists. To choose only one example, Francis Walker, the powerful superintendent

of the 1870 and 1880 censuses, later described southern and eastern Europeans in Darwinian

language; they were “beaten men from beaten races; representing the worst failures in the

struggle for existence.”[111] In contrast to the welcome for earlier immigrants “descended

from the tribes that met under the oak-trees of old Germany to make laws and choose

chieftains,” the “patriotic American of to-day may properly shrink in terror from the

contemplation of the vast hordes of ignorant and brutalized peasantry thronging to our

shores.”[112] He used census data (partly from censuses that he had overseen) to argue that

the native-born white population was shrinking because Americans were reluctant to bring

children into a world in which they must engage in unfair competition with undesirable

immigrants.[113]
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A few people associated with the census rejected such xenophobia. As we discussed above,

former Superintendent Kennedy challenged Congress’s proposal to exclude the Chinese by

observing ( inaccurately) that “I do not have pleasure, while considering a question of morals

or policy, in calling attention to the difference in nationality, color, or creed, and in the forty-

three years I have written on public questions have never done so.” He nevertheless observed

sarcastically that “the great influx of foreigners at another period from all portions of Europe

. . . led to alarm for the safety of American institutions, and some of us are old enough to

recollect that the same political use was then made of fancied dangers to the entire country

which is now being indulged on the Pacific coast.”[114] . His message: alarm over the “wrong”

kind of immigrants was unnecessary then, and is no more warranted now.

Ideological contestation was made concrete through political disputes over census categories

and instructions; classification “provided, if you will, the language to debate the sources of

the social turmoil.”[115]. By 1880, questions about nativity took up a quarter of the space on

the population schedule. In subsequent decades, detailed analyses of new immigrants’

settlement patterns and characteristics replaced detailed analyses of black migration in the

population reports. One incident reveals the complex dynamics: After intense lobbying and

logrolling, including a conference of all interested parties called by the census director,

Congress required queries about “mother tongue” (for the foreign-born and their parents)

only one month before enumeration was to start in 1910. Some years later, census director E.

Dana Durand captured the mixed motivations behind the appearance of mother tongue —as

well as the decided ambivalence of the person called on to implement what we would now

call an extensive unfunded mandate:

It was recommended by the Director of the Census [his predecessor], partly on account of the

scientific value of the information, but more because of the insistent demand of the leading

representatives of the races coming from Austria-Hungary. There is no question that the

information would be of much scientific value if it could be obtained with accuracy and

without unduly burdening the enumerator. Save with respect to a few countries, however, . . .

the additional information secured by the mother-tongue inquiry is not worth the trouble

and expense it causes.[116]

Nevertheless, as the next sentence reported with an air of resignation, “The instructions to

enumerators for 1920 contain a list of 63 principal languages, and the enumerators are

expected to report many others.”[117] Obtaining information to help in deciding what to do

about the huge influx of immigrants was too urgent a matter for the federal and state

governments for the small problem of feasibility in implementing new categorizations to

stand in the way.

Who and What Is White? From today’s vantage point, one’s main impression of changing

census classification schemes with regard to whites is that the distinct motivations of

ideology, partisanship, and science simply got swamped by the struggle to understand the

bewildering array of newcomers. The old racial order among what we now describe as whites

unraveled by 1910 and it took decades and many false starts to construct a new one. Even
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setting aside large ideological debates about assimilation, exclusion, and racial hierarchy,

questions about categorization were legion: What are the conceptual and empirical links

among country of birth, race, color, nationality, class, mother tongue, blood, stock, and

peoples? How should distinctive groups be aggregated, and how should aggregated groups be

distinguished? Where is the line between native- and foreign-born, and how do populations

on both sides or in the middle differ from one another? How should one categorize those

born at sea or with parents born at sea, or those born in a nation or empire that no longer

existed?

Congress and the Census Office (later, Bureau) experimented continuously with answers to

such questions. In 1870 and 1880, enumerators were instructed to provide states instead of

Germany (“as Prussia, Baden” etc.); in 1900, however, they were told, “Do not write Prussia

or Saxony, but Germany.”[118]. In 1890 and 1900, enumerators were instructed to identify

“English” or “French” for people born “in Canada or Newfoundland;” this instruction

appeared in no other years, despite the claim that “this is a most important requirement,

and must be closely observed in each case and the distinctions carefully made.”[119] . In

1890, enumerators’ instructions also included the sentence, “In case the person speaks

Polish, as Poland is not now a country, inquire whether the birthplace was what is now

known as German Poland or Austrian Poland or Russian Poland and enter the answer

accordingly as Poland (Ger.), Poland (Aust.), or Poland (Russ.).”[120] Instructions for

categorizing immigrants occupied a growing number of dense pages as the bureau struggled

to capture with precision the political vagaries that produced languages in 1910 such as

Wendish, Lettish, and “Rhaeto-Romanish (including Ladin and Frilulan),” or nationalities

such as “Turkey in Europe” versus “Turkey in Asia.”

Basic terminology was no more fixed than were nationality labels. Referring to the decade

after 1840, Walker wrote that “for the first time in our history, the people of the free States

became divided into classes. Those classes were natives and foreigners.”[121]. The 1906

Supplementary Analysis on race noted that the word “race” was “used in popular speech

with much looseness,” and admitted that the term was even defined differently across the

1900 census publications.[122] In 1914 the census director assayed a different use of the

same term; he described a forthcoming special report on “racial classes of population,” which

did not include Indians and Negros; the racial classes were distinguished by country of origin

but were all contained within the “white population of foreign stock”[123] The Senate

inserted “race” (meaning roughly European ethnicity) into the 1910 census, but the

conference committee between House and Senate deleted it.[124] The census director

explained to a Senate committee a few months later that “ ‘race’ in its broadest sense” should

be understood as “five classifications, white, black, Chinese, Japanese, and Indians”—but

another expert witness reported that a person born in Austria of Polish origin “is German or

some other race—a Pole or a Bohemian” on the census.[125]
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One cannot be surprised at the classification muddle when one considers what material the

Census Bureau had to work with.[126] Senate hearings in 1909 on the upcoming census give

a flavor of the efforts to make sense of these new groups:

Senator Carter: How do you distinguish between nationality [and] race in your

classification? What do you mean by the word race?

Mr. Husband [Immigration Commission Secretary]: It is not the racial classification by color

that is commonly known but a race classification which was agreed upon . . . at least, I

understand someone connected with the Smithsonian Institution worked out the

classification of races.

Senator Carter: You refer to the Poles as a race; they are not a race at all. As I understand the

word “race,” it is a nationality. Would you refer to the Irish as a race? They are not a race;

they are part of a race.

 And a little later:

Senator Carter: I imagine that in taking the census they would find extreme difficulty in the

refinements of the races to which your remarks refer, Senator Guggenheim

.

The Chairman [Senator LaFollette]: Suppose it were limited to immigrants? I can see there

would be extreme difficulty if that question is asked of everybody. It would be a question of

where the racial lines should be drawn. Conditions are such that a great many people could

not really state where they belonged, but if you limited it strictly to immigrants, that difficulty

might be avoided. . . . I can see broad ethnological reasons why some time it would be

important to know from what blood and race the man came.

The issue of self-chosen identity versus external identification also played a role in these

deliberations:

Senator Cummins: Do you claim the Spanish and Italian people as of different races?

Mr. Husband: Yes . . .

Senator Guggenheim: Suppose they were Jews who came from Spain, would they be

classified as Jews or Spaniards?

Mr. Husband: That would depend a good deal on what the man claimed to be.

Senator Guggenheim: I do not think that has anything to do with it. It is purely a question of

what is right.[127]

They never did sort it out.
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      By 1930, the classificatory chaos had settled down, and the underlying ideology of white

supremacy had been reasserted. Notions of whiteness were consolidated: the Census Bureau

still enumerated and provided information on people of mixed parentage (foreign and native

born), but instructions to enumerators were much less clotted.

In retrospect, it seems obvious that the speakers of Lettish and Wendish, the Yiddish-

speaking Jews who demanded classification by mother tongue so that they could be

separated from their Austro-Hungarian rulers, the Poles whose nation had disappeared,

those of mixed parentage or who were unclassifiable because their parents were born at sea—

all would eventually be folded into the category of assimilable “white,” insiders ranking high

on the racial hierarchy. That outcome probably also seemed clear to at least some of the

actors at the time; the census director’s five classifications of “race in its broadest sense” did

not, after all, include any European nationalities. But we need to take care not to predict

backwards. One can find statements by influential senators and public leaders in the 1910s

and 1920s as virulently hostile to new European immigrants as any thrown at Chinese,

Japanese, or Negroes a few decades earlier.[128] And the thriving eugenics movement aimed

at least as much at undesirable European immigrants as at already-subordinated blacks or

largely-excluded Asians.[129] Fully incorporating European immigrants into the status of

white in the American racial order required many years, might have failed had immigration

continued at high levels, and might not have occurred had census classifications developed in

different directions.

Half-breeds and Full-blooded Indians

Whether Indians would be required to remain on the outside edge, or could be included as

insiders in the American polity, even if of low status, was contested from the time that

Europeans first set foot on what they labeled “America.” The Constitution’s call for a

decennial census specified inclusion of “all Indians taxed,” and exclusion of “Indians not

taxed.” This distinction shaped Census Office decisions about enumerating Native Americans

from 1790 onward.

The Social Construction of an Indian: The legal term “taxed Indians” came to mean those of

Native American descent living among whites. Although they were first classified as white, in

1860 the Census Office instructed enumerators to identify them separately as Indian. From

that point on, the classification system for Indians living in mainstream society remained

stable and unproblematic, even though the actual counts were highly inaccurate for decades.

[130] Census documents barely mentioned these Indians, often incorporating their numbers

into other small racial groups like the Chinese and Japanese under the heading “Minor

Races.”

The question remained, however, of how to racially categorize taxed Indians with both Native

and non-Native ancestry. The Census Office resolved it in a surprisingly pragmatic manner.

Superintendent Walker rejected in 1870 any “analogy . . . relating to the former slave

population of the country. The rule that the child should follow the condition of the mother
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was the bad necessity of a bad cause, which required every point to be construed against

freedom. Something very nearly opposed to this would seem to be in accordance with the

present spirit of our laws, as well as to be the dictate of common sense.” Thus he turned to

what we now call social construction; “in the equilibrium produced by the equal division of

blood, the habits, tastes, and associations of the half-breed are allowed to determine his

gravitation to one class or the other.” “Persons of part-Indian blood” who lived among

whites, “adopting their habits of life and methods of industry” should be counted as white,

while the “opposite construction” applied to those “found in communities composed wholly

or mainly of Indians.”[131]

Walker presented this framework as simple common sense. But underlying it were two

profound ideological assumptions. First, Indians were not like negroes. Virtually no one

depicted mulattoes as anything other than a type of negro, whereas mixed-race Indians could

easily join white society. Thus the hierarchical dimension of the American racial order

differed for the two groups—a drop of black blood was a barrier to mainstream incorporation,

while a drop of Indian blood was not.[132] Second, Indians were not like Chinese. Almost

everyone depicted the Chinese as perennial foreigners, unwilling and unable to become

genuine Americans, whereas if Indians were willing to “adopt [whites’] habits of life” and

abandon their claims to sovereignty and to land that white settlers wanted, they were invited

to do so. Thus the census both reflected and consolidated the fact that the horizontal

dimension of the American racial order differed between these two low-status groups.

Walker’s approach towards racially mixed Indians was by definition irrelevant to Indians

untaxed—that is, those living on reservations or in tribes beyond the bounds of white society.

The implication of their racial mixture was a far more contentious policy issue. In 1876 the

Commissioner for Indian Affairs made the first serious attempt to count the proportion of

mixed blood to full-blood Indians. The Census Office followed up with a special census of

untaxed Indians in 1880, in which enumerators were told to specify what fraction of each

person’s “blood” was white or black, and whether white, black, or mulatto persons had been

adopted into a tribe. (This enumeration was never completed or published; Congress cut off

appropriations to the Census Office after years of waiting for the results of the massive 1880

census.[133])

The Dawes Act of 1887 restructured the relationship between the federal government and the

tribes, granting American citizenship to full and mixed-blooded Indians who “civilized”

according to the terms laid out by the state. It also required the government to clearly define

the boundary between white and Indian. Thus in 1890 Congress again mandated a special

census of Indians untaxed. Despite barriers of mistrust, misunderstanding, and logistics—

including at least one enumerator’s capture by an outraged tribe —the Census Office

produced five elegant, informative, and lavishly illustrated books on particular tribes, as well

as a massive volume with detailed statistics, state-by-state analyses, and a history of federal

policy towards Indians. Included in the array of information were data on the blood quantum

of tribal members. (The schedule for the more racially mixed “Five Civilized Tribes” of
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Oklahoma was especially complex, asking whether each person was white, black, mulatto,

quadroon, octoroon, Chinese, Japanese, or Indian, with tribe or clan.) The results were,

however, highly unreliable, as a special report angrily noted:

The separation of Indians from the general population in the conditions now prevailing in

considerable portions of the country is exceedingly difficult and unsatisfactory. The number

of persons east of the Mississippi who would suggest to an enumerator by their appearance

that they have any Indian blood is very small. Enumerators would be likely to pass by many

who  . . . lived like the adjacent whites without any inquiry as to their race, entering them as

native born whites. On the other hand, certain legal and proprietary claims lead persons of

very slight Indian blood connection, or even pure whites by birth, to call themselves Indian

by hereditary or acquired right, and there are those of pure white blood who wish to be called

Indians, in order to share in pecuniary advantages, who are not acknowledged by any tribes.

These Indians for revenue  . . . constitute a perplexing element to the courts, to the Indian

Office, to the Census Officers, and to everyone who attempts to deal accurately with the

conditions of Indians.[134]

In an ideological environment ranging from genocidal hostility to despair over the

destruction of great civilizations, the drive for scientific precision stumbled over the socially

(and instrumentally) constructed realities of race in real life. The effort to collect valid data

was further undermined by the huge “pecuniary advantages” at stake which Congress, the

Office of Indian Affairs, tribal governments, and state governments all were vying to control.

The tensions could not be resolved; the Census Office tried another special census of untaxed

Indians in 1900, but once again never published the results.

Boas, Dixon, and Racial Mixture: Just over a decade later, the United States government

shifted policy again. It forced Indians with one half or more white blood off the tribal rolls

established under the Dawes Act, thus requiring them to forsake tribal land claims and

become subject to federal taxes. At the same time, a new generation of scholars was

challenging the purported racial science that had previously undergirded policy towards

Indians. The census was a battleground for this debate, with a surprising outcome.

In a line of research starting in 1894, anthropologist Franz Boas produced a study that

contradicted his many contemporaries’ claim that race-mixing produced inferior progeny. In

1899 he called for census data to answer the pressing policy question of whether “it is

desirable to promote mixture between the Indians and other races:”

[W]ith the increase in settlement in our country, the chances for the Indian to survive as an

independent race will become slighter and slighter. The opinion is frequently held that half-

breeds . . . are much inferior in physique, in ability, and in character, to the full-bloods. But

no statistical information is available which would justify a conclusion of this character. If

there was a decided deterioration of race, due to mixture, it would seem that the opportunity
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for race mixture should be limited so far as this can be accomplished. On the other hand, if

race mixture seems to be advantageous, it should be facilitated, particularly by bringing the

Indians into easy contact with the whites.[135]

Nothing came of this call in 1900, but the 1910 special census of Indians was overseen by

Roland Dixon, the head of Harvard’s anthropology department. Dixon was a self-proclaimed

polygenicist, with no desire to endorse his former professor Boas’s optimism about race-

mixing.[136] He was also a scientist, with no patience for social constructivist vagueness, so

he provided excruciatingly exact instructions to enumerators:

If the Indian is a full-blood, write “full” in column 36, and leave columns 37 and 38 blank. If

the Indian is of mixed blood, write in column 36, 37, and 38 the fractions which show the

proportions of Indian and other blood, as (column 36, Indian) ¾, (column 37, white) ¼, and

(column 38, negro) 0. For Indians of mixed blood all three columns should be filled, and the

sum, in each case, should equal 1, as ½, 0, ½; ¾, 1/4, 0; ¾, 1/8, 1/8; etc. Wherever possible,

the statement that an Indian is of full blood should be verified by inquiry of the older men of

the tribe, as an Indian is sometimes of mixed blood without knowing it.[137]

It is hard to imagine that enumerators followed these directions to the letter. Nevertheless,

when the data were compiled, in amazing detail, Dixon asserted their accuracy and reported

without comment a stunning reversal of contemporary conventional wisdom: “the results of

the studies on sterility, on fecundity, and on vitality all point toward one conclusion, and that

is that the increase of the mixed-blood Indians is much greater than that of the full-blood

Indians.” Given Darwinian assumptions about the survival of the fittest, “unless the

tendencies now at work undergo a decided change the full-bloods are destined to form a

decreasing proportion of the total Indian population and ultimately to disappear

altogether.”[138]

Dixon, in short, accepted the scientific principle of falsifiability, and thereby rejected his

prior commitment to polygenesis in the face of census data showing the notion of mixed-race

degeneracy to be flat wrong. His is the most dramatic, though not the only, example of census

officials’ efforts to distinguish scientific inquiry from the intense political and ideological

whirlwinds swirling around and through them.

By the 1930 census, officials accepted that categorization as an Indian or part-Indian could

not reach Dixon’s standards of precision. They nevertheless continued inquiry into blood

quantum, justifying it along sociological rather than biological grounds: “The sociologist may

still be interested in returns which show the proportion of the tribe who consider themselves

or who are considered by the social group as full-blood Indians.”[139] To a degree,

subsequent legislation confirmed this sociological framing: the Indian Reorganization Act of

1934, which redefined the relationship between tribes and the federal government, also

reversed who was to be considered Indian. It now included all members of recognized tribes

regardless of blood quantum, as well as anyone living off of a reservation who could claim

more that half Indian ancestry. With that Act, disputes about the location of Indians in the
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American racial order shifted away from concerns about whether individuals could become

insiders and rise in status, to the legal and financial relationship between tribes and the state

or federal governments. The role of the census in defining this element of the racial order

largely disappeared.

The Mexican Race

During the nineteenth century, the Census Office did not consider the people we now call

Latinos or Hispanics to be formally distinct from whites. Congress said nothing about their

classification and we have found no textual discussion in census documents. Census

enumerators did perhaps make attempts of their own to distinguish them from whites;

western states, especially Colorado, were reported in 1880 to have an unusually high number

of mulattos despite very small black populations. Many of the so-called mulattos had Spanish

surnames.[140]

However, classification of Mexican Americans became sharply salient in 1930. The Census

Bureau added “Mexican” to the list of choices in the “Color or race” inquiry, telling its

enumerators that “practically all Mexican laborers are of a racial mixture difficult to classify,

though usually well recognized in the localities where they are found. In order to obtain

separate figures for this racial group, it has been decided that all persons born in Mexico, or

having parents born in Mexico, who are definitely not white, Negro, Indian, Chinese, or

Japanese, should be returned as Mexican.”

That is not an instruction that would satisfy a statistician. Enumerators were not told what to

do if the person was part Negro (or Indian, white, or Asian) and part Mexican, or if only one

parent was born in Mexico, or if people in the locality disagreed with one another or the

person being counted. The bureau paid no attention to grandparents, even though by then

state legislatures and courts were considering third, fourth, and even fifth generation

ancestry in order to determine who was a Negro. The instruction was vague about whether

enumeration as Mexican should be determined by class and if so, how the class was to be

defined (it specified “laborers” in the first sentence but “persons” in the second). Most

importantly, the bureau ignored the fact that the United States had by that point decades of

experience and dozens of court cases showing the impossibility of deciding who is “definitely

not” white, Negro, Asian, or Indian.

A scientific desire for demographic precision, therefore, is not a good explanation for the

sudden appearance of Mexican as a racial category on the census. Instead, the Census Bureau

was responding to political pressure. By the end of the 1920s, nativists were turning their

attention from the now-mostly-excluded European immigrants to the increasing population

of Mexican residents and migrants. The 1930 Population volume acknowledged the pressure

delicately: “The Mexican element in the population has increased very rapidly in certain parts

of the United States during the past 10 years. By reason of its growing importance, it was

given a separate classification in the census returns for 1930, having been included for the

most part with the white population at prior censuses.”[141]
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Members of Congress were blunter:

Mr. Johnson: The difficulty in enumerating Mexicans is to enumerate the Americans born of

Mexican ancestors. . .

The Chairman: My inquiry was similar to Mr. Johnson’s, in regard to what you [the census

director] did with those Mexicans who came over in swarms.[142]

Congress had recently relinquished direct control over the census questionnaire. But

members’ views on this point were clear, and of course Congress retained the purse strings. It

is reasonable to assume that the appearance of Mexican on the 1930 census had more to do

with the bureau’s political antennae and the nation’s increasing hostility to Mexicans in the

face of a deepening depression than it had to do with the drive for scientific accuracy.

Having accepted the category, census officials sought to convince people that a separate

count of Mexicans could be a source of pride rather than a means of surveillance. The deputy

director, for example, wrote to a Texas lawyer requesting articles in local Spanish-language

media to promote the upcoming census. He argued that

if the Mexicans in this country could be convinced of the value of the census work and of the

impossibility of the information they give being used against them, I believe we could secure

their hearty cooperation. The census will furnish most valuable material regarding the

number, growth, and economic advancement of the Mexican population in the USA. This is

the first census in which Mexicans will be given a separate classification.[143]

Such efforts were largely in vain; that Texas lawyer later worked through LULAC (the League

of United Latin American Citizens) to overturn the 1930 Mexican classification.[144] And

scraps of evidence suggest that census officials understood well the ideological controversy

behind the new category and its implications for those classed as “Mexican” on both the

vertical and horizontal dimensions of the racial order. The census director was cited as

holding the “opinion that the wealthier class of Mexican call themselves white, whereas the

class of peons will return itself as Mexican.” One observer noted that “Mexicans are

prejudiced against reporting themselves as something else than white.”[145]

They were prescient. Soon after the 1930 census, the Mexican consul general in New York

and the ambassador in Washington, the Mexican government itself, Mexican Americans, and

LULAC all vigorously protested the exclusion from whiteness.[146] The new census

enumeration was one of many classification systems that LULAC found unacceptable

because their intent was to “discriminate between the Mexicans themselves and other

members of the white race, when in truth and fact we are not only a part and parcel but as

well the sum and substance of the white race.” More pointedly, “Nothing said we had to be

segregated. . . .  Jim Crow did not apply to us.”[147]
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A lot was at stake here. Even if Jim Crow did not formally apply to Mexicans, segregation was

vicious in many communities, and hundreds of thousands of Mexicans, perhaps half of them

United States citizens, were being “repatriated” to Mexico.[148] Furthermore, the 1924

immigration law denied permanent residency to anyone racially ineligible for naturalization

—that is, to nonwhites (except for Africans).[149] Thus the countervailing domestic and

international political pressure was strong enough that the Census Bureau retreated from

classifying the “Mexican race.” In 1936, the census director wrote the memorandum quoted

in the third epigraph to this article: “The classification by race or color of individuals, or even

entire populations, is not only very difficult, but is a very delicate matter to the United States

Government, and our classification must always be in accordance with the policy of the

Federal Government.” He concluded that henceforth “Mexicans are Whites and must be

classified as ‘White’. This order does not admit of any further discussion, and must be

followed to the letter.”[150]

Racial ideology, in the form of classifying poor brown-skinned Mexicans as nonwhite and

presumptively foreign, brought “Mexican” onto the census. International political pressure

took it off. The director’s 1936 ruling remained in place, and Mexican Americans remained

officially white, even if lower on the social status hierarchy than European Americans. By the

time “Mexican” reappeared on the census decades later (as an ethnicity, not a race), the chief

concern of community leaders was that too many would identify as white, rather than as

Mexican-American.

Demographic Change and Taxonomic Instability

When through Atlantic and Pacific gateways, Slavic, Italic, and Mongol hordes threaten the

persistence of an American America, his [the census taker’s] is the task to show the

absorption of widely diverse peoples, to chronicle the advances of civilization, or point the

perils of illiterate and alien-tongue communities.[151]

As we have noted, the almost-century-long experiments in redefining the racial order

through census classifications largely ended after 1930. “Mulatto” disappeared; anyone with

any black ancestry was now deemed to be a Negro. The “Mexican race” disappeared. “Mixed

parentage” among whites disappeared, and “mother tongue” almost did. Asian nationalities

remained in place, but the list stopped growing and even shrank in some years. Fractions of

white or black blood among Indians remained on special census schedules for a few more

decades, but received little attention.

Why did census experimentation with reorganizing the racial order begin and end when it

did? As appendix table A1 demonstrates, for fifty years before 1850 and sixty years after

1930, the census’s racial taxonomy was less unstable; but between those years the meaning of

race, boundaries between races, and subdivisions within races changed almost every decade

for almost every group. Sometimes the classification of individuals was also changed. We

have shown the many proximate causes of that variability, but underlying all of it was one

fact—the extraordinary transformation of the American state and its population over this



33/58

period. Consider the following events. Any one would have been somewhat destabilizing;

taken together, they show a profound breadth and depth of alteration in the very meaning of

the United States. Together they constituted the demographic upheaval that is reflected in

the reorganization of the racial order described above.

      As readers know, race-based slavery was coming under increasing attack in 1850 and was

abolished before 1870. The polity, as well as the four million previously-enslaved African

Americans, needed to figure out how they would be incorporated into the American state.

Emancipation entailed physical migration, political incorporation and then

disfranchisement, radical economic disruption and then the simultaneous growth of both a

new system of sharecropping and a small black middle class, the slow invention of Jim Crow

segregation, a degree of cultural innovation, and the eventual formalization of one-drop-of-

blood laws in many states. How to understand and respond to racial mixture was a central

element of the debate over terms of incorporation, and the Census Bureau, as we have seen,

was the agency to which people turned for crucial information.

      Also starting around 1850 and continuing through the early twentieth century, both the

size of the American population and immigration dramatically increased. From 1880 to 1930,

between four and eight million new residents arrived in the United States per decade, during

an era in which the total American population rose from 50 to 123 million. So the country

more than doubled in size—and still immigration reached about 15 percent of the American

population for many years in those decades. From 1900 through 1920, almost 40 percent of

residents of New York City were foreign-born, and about the same proportion of whites (who

comprised virtually all of the population) were children of immigrants. Nor was New York

City unique; about three-quarters of the residents of other large cities such as Boston,

Chicago, Cleveland, Providence, and Detroit were born outside the United States or were

children of foreign-born parents.[152] The census’s increased attention to country of birth,

mixed parentage, native tongue, and other features of immigration provided one resource for

making sense of this reconfiguration of the nation.

Not only were newcomers pouring into the nation, but also, as we have seen, they were

coming from places perceived to be dangerously foreign. Chinese immigrants comprised 10%

of the non-Indian population of California in 1870, and they were followed by workers and

migrants from other Asian nations and from ambiguously classified countries such as

Afghanistan or Iran. Mexicans increasingly migrated across the southwestern border to work

in agriculture, railroad construction, and nascent industries. The apparent threat from

Chinese, and later Japanese and other Asians, was ruthlessly dealt with. But the “beaten men

from beaten races” of southern and eastern Europe were a larger national issue. In 1850,

most immigrants came from Great Britain, Ireland, and Germany; by 1910, a majority of the

rapidly increasing population of immigrants were arriving from the Austro-Hungarian

empire, Italy, and Russia. They were white, at least in the sense that they were not black or

“Asiatic”—but only marginally and questionably so. Their capacity to work and bear children

was undoubted; their ability to become good democratic citizens remained in severe doubt in
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the eyes of many native-born Americans. As Figure 1 shows, the Census Bureau was keeping

very careful track of who was migrating to the United States from where in Europe, and at

what pace; it developed new forms of statistical analysis and graphical display in order to

show this information most clearly.

Figure 1: Year of Immigration of the Foreign Born, by Country of Birth (1930)

Figure 1 here

Source: (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1933): 497

In the same decades, the United States was engaged in digesting the huge tracts of land it had

recently acquired from Mexico, with residents who needed to be incorporated in some

fashion into American citizenship. These territories, and other acquisitions in the west and

northwest, completely altered the geography and political dynamics of the nation. In 1840,

the twenty-six states plus District of Columbia occupied about 910,000 square miles; by

1850, five new states added 580,000 more square miles. Over the next six decades, seventeen

more states were admitted to the union, transforming the governance structure and

representational systems of the nation and more than doubling the American land mass by

adding 1.8 million square miles.[153] Census maps became increasingly detailed,

sophisticated, and attentive to the geography of group density over the last few decades of the

nineteenth century, as figure 2 demonstrates:

Figure 2: Distribution of the Population (1870), Excluding Indians Not Taxed

Figure 2 here

Source: First published in (U. S. Census Office 1883): xix

While huge swaths of land were being acquired and organized into territories and then states,

Americans were moving into them at a rapid rate. Between 1870 and 1930, about a quarter of

Americans moved from the state in which they were born.[154] People were also moving

from rural areas into cities at a very rapid rate; “intercounty migration rates may have been

more than 25 percent higher in the 1850s than they were from the 1950s onward.”[155] So

the Census Bureau needed to deal with very high rates of physical mobility at the same time

that the population itself was growing, changing at unprecedented rates, and moving into

vast new territory. As Figure 3 shows, the Census Office carefully monitored and graphically

displayed westward migration:

Figure 3: Center of Population, 1790–1900

Figure 3 here

Source: (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1903): Plate 16
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Still over the same decades, between 1850 and 1930, treatment of and policies with regard to

Indians reversed course several times —from exclusion through forced migration westward,

containment on reservations, proposed assimilation (through individual land ownership,

schooling away from reservations, and formal grants of citizenship), stripping of reservation

lands, and eventually to a commitment to engage with tribes as semi-sovereign though

dependent nations.[156] The population of Indians itself was declining rapidly, due to

disease, intermarriage, and general maltreatment. In addition to the careful delineation of

Indian reservations, as shown in figure 2, the Census Office produced beautiful, detailed, and

amazingly informative volumes on Indian tribes, and later on the Indian population as a

whole.

Still at the same time, the United States acquired the territories of Alaska, Hawaii, the

Philippines, Guam, the Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, and others. The

populations were small but the acquisitions were significant for the Census Bureau because it

needed to reconcile census categories and data for each territory with census categories and

data from the continental United States (it never entirely managed to do so).

In short, dramatic changes occurred in the size, national origins, and physical mobility of the

population; the geographic scale of the nation; the legal status of blacks, Indians, Asians, and

other groups; the institutional structure of American governance and the practice of

democratic representation; and relations with nationalities or territories outside the

boundaries of the state. Many of these changes occurred more than once, moving in differing

directions. Readers of this article know all of this, but we believe that scholars of American

political development, or at least scholars of the racial order, have taken insufficient account

of the magnitude and complex simultaneity of these alterations. The crucial point here is that

public officials connected with the census necessarily struggled mightily to ride this wave of

transformation, endeavoring to control it through new taxonomies, more complete

enumeration, and more sophisticated analyses. We should not be surprised that the Census

Bureau failed for almost a century to articulate a stable racial order; what is surprising is that

the whole system of census-taking did not simply disintegrate under the impact of centrifugal

forces.

It is exceedingly difficult in retrospect to get a sense of how much demographic and political

transformation occurred during these ninety years. To help us do so, consider the following

thought experiment: Imagine that in the period from 1950 through 2030, the following

events all transpired or will transpire:

u      Antagonisms growing out of the civil rights movement, counterculture, and/or views of

the Vietnam war grew into a horrendously violent civil war during the 1960s, in which over

three million young men died;[157]

u      African Americans move from second-class status and formal segregation to full legal

citizenship, and then lose most of that ground until a majority end up comprising an urban

“underclass”;
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u      The United States acquires 1.8 million square miles from Canada or Mexico;[158]

u      Immigration increased dramatically after the 1965 immigration law, so that during the

21  century immigrants comprise more than 15 percent of the American population and their

children comprise another 15 percent or more;

u      U.S.-occupied military bases around the world are declared to be American territories,

and the United States goes to war to defend that declaration. All of their populations are now

to be included in census enumerations;

u      Middle Easterners, or Muslims, are no longer permitted to immigrate into the United

States, and those already here are denied the right to become naturalized citizens and are

uniquely subject to certain legal restrictions;

u      All illegal immigrants (roughly 12 million at present) are deported, and any land or

property that they had acquired is seized or bought at rock-bottom bargain rates; and

u      Over 50 million Americans move from the state in which they were born, most from

rural or suburban areas into cities.

A few of these events are close to reality (the immigration and migration rates, the

persistence of deep poverty in some predominantly black urban areas). But of course most

have not transpired and will not do so. We offer this list not as anything resembling a

prediction or retrospection, but rather as a way to drive home the magnitude of the

politically-relevant demographic changes encountered by the United States a century ago.

And that list, of course, says nothing about industrialization, technological change, foreign

policy or any other major changes that also affect census data collection.

Even this rather fanciful counterfactual scenario does not capture the magnitude of the stress

that the Census Bureau faced over the decades of transformation. For the first half of our

period, it was a weak agency, regularly disbanded and reconstituted with new personnel and

no institutional memory. As Superintendent Walker wrote in 1891, “The strain upon the

nerves and the vital force of whomsoever is in charge of the census is something appalling. . .

. Taking a Census of the United States under the present system, and upon the existing scale,

is like fighting a battle every day of the week and every week for several months.”[159] The

community of social scientists, statisticians, demographers, business executives, public

officials, advocacy and interest groups, and others who now regularly rely on census data and

protect its integrity—though not without controversy and tension—was just beginning to

come into existence. So the bureau lacked the protection of a committed constituency on the

constituency pressures that it did face).[160] In addition, for most of the nineteenth century

Congress treated census enumeration as an opportunity for partisan patronage, and well into

the twentieth century racial scientists sought to use it to bolster their pet theories. So the

demographic and political upheaval would have been even more difficult to deal with then

than the equivalent alterations suggested by our counterfactual history would be now.[161]

st
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By 1940, all of this demographic transformation ceased. The frontier was officially closed.

Immigration from all of Asia, extending into what we now call the Middle East, was

prohibited. The Supreme Court issued two rulings that set boundaries on who could be

deemed “white.” Immigration from Europe was cut to a small fraction of its former levels,

with most quotas given to Northern European nations. Indians were decimated and either

confined to reservations, which were a fraction of their former sizes and a tiny proportion of

the original land held by tribes, or incorporated in some fashion into mainstream society. No

new states were admitted until the 1950s. No new territories were acquired. Mexicans

remained officially white and were still permitted to migrate across the border for work, but

their movements were increasingly regulated and they were subject to “repatriation”

(including American citizens). Internal migration continued, but at lower levels. southern

and border states completed legislating one-drop-of-blood laws for African Americans and

put the final touches on Jim Crow segregation. The eugenics movement and scientific

interest in racial mixture were losing public respectability in the face of Nazism.

Experiments in racial reorganization stopped when the demographic and institutional

transformations of the previous nine decades also ceased. The Census Bureau no longer

needed to measure and record racial mixture among blacks, given one-drop legislation. It no

longer needed to measure and record mixed parentage and mother tongue among whites,

given the 1924 Immigration Act. It no longer was permitted to record members of the

Mexican race; there was no such thing. Given Asian exclusion, the Census Bureau no longer

needed to add new Asian nationalities to its counts, and in fact was able to delete a few. Given

the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, attention to the racial characteristics of individual

Native Americans became less important. The racial order settled on a few mutually

exhaustive and exclusive categories—white, Negro, Indian, and several Asian nationalities.

Each could be clearly and consensually fixed in both the vertical dimension of status and the

horizontal dimension of American-ness. There things remained for several decades, frozen at

the moment when the power of anti-black racism and anti-foreigner zenophobia had both

reached their peak in modern American history.

Conclusion

But few persons recognize the importance of care in the wording of the census schedules.

—Census Director William Steuart[162]

It is possible that, by 2050, today’s racial and ethnic categories will no longer be in use.

 —Migration News, 2004

 For most of American history, a person’s racial classification largely shaped his or her social

status, civil rights, economic opportunities, political standing, and legal citizenship. The

important task of deciding whether and where new populations fit into the American racial

order, along both horizontal and vertical dimensions, involved institutions from the local to
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the federal level—including the national census. As we have noted, censuses on their own are

neither necessary nor sufficient to create (or destroy) group hierarchy, but they play a special

role in the construction of racial orders in the four ways we described earlier in this article. 

Why These Taxonomies, and Why Did They Start and Stop? A census bureau engages in that

construction within a domestic, international, and institutional environment. But macro-

level explanations cannot explain why the American racial taxonomy was revised in so many

distinctive and inconsistent ways every decade from 1850 to 1930. Nor can macro-level

explanations fully make sense of the system that was consolidated by 1940. Within a deeply

racist and xenophobic context, that system defined racial groups in a haphazard way—some

by color (blacks and whites), some by nationality (Chinese and Japanese), some by ethnicity

and tribe (Indians), and some by ignoring socially recognized ethnicity and color (Mexicans).

As we have shown, understanding these particular changes requires looking inside the

institution itself at the Census Bureau’s struggles over bureaucratic control and autonomy,

drive for scientific legitimacy, and ideological commitments about the nature of race.

We see no reason to think that any one or two of these motivations is gaining ascendancy

over the other(s). Analysts mostly concur that the Census Bureau has become a more

powerful and autonomous agency with the passing decades and centuries, as Appendix table

A2 would suggest. But it never has moved and presumably never will move out from under

the scrutiny and intervention of the rest of the executive branch and Congress. Even the

Supreme Court has moved into the business of counting the population—in fact, more now

than in decades past (e.g., Utah v. Evans, 2002). Similarly, the bureau’s level of demographic

and statistical sophistication is impressive, and census demographers are tightly connected

with their academic and professional peers—but census classification systems are under just

as much political pressure as a century ago. Census officials struggle to ignore ideological

commitments—their own as well as those of Congress or other actors—but they recognize the

impossibility of ever fully doing so. Decisions about racial classification and enumeration

presumably will always result from a mixture of politics, science, and ideology; the issues are

too important, too complicated, and too fraught to anticipate otherwise.

            What macro-level explanations can best do is explain why instability in the census

racial taxonomies arose and declined when it did. After all, census categories were quite

stable for the five decades before 1850 and the six decades after 1930—so why the intervening

era? The politics of demography provided our answer; before 1850 and after 1930, there was

little experimentation in racial classification because demographic pressures could be

managed in terms of the existing racial order. That was not the case from the ante-bellum

period to the Great Depression.

The Re-emergence of Taxonomic Experimentation: That point opens the issue of the

contemporary American census. It is once again increasingly unstable and inconsistent—

largely because, as one might expect from the analysis in this article, the United States is

once again experiencing considerable demographic change to which it must respond

institutionally. The most compelling question about the current era is whether demographic
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and political pressures are strong enough to undermine the two-dimensional logic of the

American racial order or whether they will, as in the past, mainly rearrange groups’ locations

in that order.

Five phenomena shape the current era of experimentation in racial taxonomies. Three have

to do with the population being classified, and two with the classifiers. The first is a rise in

immigration after the 1965 Immigration Act that in some years and some locations rivals the

scope of a century ago. As then, immigrants are coming from nations that are not considered

to be white or are only marginally so, and the same anxieties about assimilation and

foreigners’ impact on democratic governance are surfacing. The second phenomenon is the

growth of multiracialism both demographically and politically. Rising immigration, the 1967

abolition of anti-miscegenation laws (Loving v. Virginia 1967), and increased integration in

such institutions as the military and universities have created conditions under which racial

intermarriage is rising rapidly. The number of interracial couples has grown 7.5 percent

annually since 1960;[163] as of 2000, about 14 percent of children living in a married couple

family had parents who differed in race.[164] (Those figures do not include marriages

between Hispanics and others, or children with one Hispanic parent.) Simultaneously, a

multiracial movement that asserts individuals’ right to publicly and officially identify with

more than one race or as “multiracial,” including on the census, has developed. The third

phenomenon is more amorphous, and may best be labeled “identity politics.” Among its

many features, the relevant one here is that groups—understood as races, ethnicities, or

nationalities—are increasingly eager to assert their public visibility, and to demand what they

perceive to be their rightful recognition or share of governmental resources.

The other two phenomena have to do with the classifiers, not the classified. Census officials

can no longer assert with a straight face that “statistics . . . if they are patiently and faithfully

collected, judiciously arranged and applied, and wisely digested, . . . lead to a more positive

knowledge of the real state of things.”[165] As late as 1972, a former Bureau director could

assert that “the first element in the creed of a statistical agency is a belief in the importance of

objective measurement.”[166] But the Office of Management and the Budget (OMB) now

officially recognizes that “the categories [on the U.S. Census] represent a social-political

construct designed for collecting data on the race and ethnicity of broad population groups in

this country, and are not anthropologically or scientifically based.”[167] Thus census officials

are in the uncomfortable position of seeking to provide demographic precision for a set of

categories that they know are invented and changeable, rather than discovered and fixed.

Finally, racial and ethnic groups are now active participants in creating, no longer helpless

recipients of, any taxonomic scheme. The degree of helplessness varied in the past, of course,

across groups and over time, but the promoters of “mother tongue” and the challengers of the

“Mexican race” were the exception rather the rule. By now, active and energetic advisory

bodies represent all minority groups, as commonly understood, to the Census Bureau, while

members of Congress and advocacy organizations look out for their interests in a way that

was inconceivable around the turn of the twentieth century.
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            These five phenomena are elaborately linked in ways that we cannot develop here.

Suffice it to say that in combination, they are having and will continue to have a significant

impact on census racial taxonomies. Consider the relevant census 2000 questions in figure 4

(2000 Census Form, Race and Ethnicity).NOTE TO COPY EDITOR: should the heading of

figure 4 remain separate and in bold-face, as with figures 1-3?

Figure 4 here

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Questionnaire

Several features are distinctive. First, one’s population group is self-identified (as it has been

since 1970), so there is relatively little risk that a person will be labeled in a way that he or she

finds mistaken or offensive. Second, Hispanic ethnicity (but no other) is identified separately

from race and antecedent to it, with a combination of nationality, identity-based, and

panethnic terms.[168] Third, everyone (including Hispanics) can choose more than one race.

Fourth, roughly three-fourths of the population are identified by only one color-based term

—“white”—while tiny fractions of the population are identified by nationality (Native

Hawaiian, Guamanian or Chamorro, Samoan). There continues to be no panethnic or racial

label for Asians on the census form itself. Uniquely among federal agencies, the Census

Bureau was permitted (in 2000) or is required (in 2010) to include “Some other race” as one

racial option. As one knowledgeable observer has put it, racial categories on the census are a

“rat’s nest” (personal communication to the authors, 2006).

Obviously, the census form is still shaped by politics and ideology as much as by analysts’

desire for accurate and complete data. Just as figure 1 demonstrates the nation’s anxiety

about the nationality of European immigrants in 1920, figure 4 demonstrates the nation’s

current almost complete indifference to Europeans but great concern about Asians and

Pacific Islanders. Hispanic advocacy groups and advisory committees prefer to keep

Hispanicity isolated from race, and to ask about it first, in order to maximize the number of

responses to that question. Asian members of Congress are responsible for the multitude of

Asian and Pacific Islander categories, and a Hispanic Representative preserved “Some other

race” so that Hispanics would not need to choose one of the conventional American racial

categories. African American advocacy groups influenced, though they did not determine, the

OMB’s choice of “mark one or more” rather than a separate “multiracial” category.

Nevertheless, despite the obvious social constructedness of the categories, all of these items

were extensively and carefully pretested before census 2000, along with a variety of

alternative formulations and presentations, in order to ensure the greatest possible scientific

reliability and external validity.

What remains to be seen is what happens if the demography of the United States continues to

change dramatically and if the federal government continues to be buffeted by both advocacy

groups and its own recognition of the contingent nature of classification systems. Will the

ethnoracial pentagon that most living Americans grew up with—black, white, Asian, Indian,

and Latino—crumble? Even the sober and cautious Migration News observed in an
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uncharacteristic burst of speculation, “It is possible that, by 2050, today’s racial and ethnic

categories will no longer be in use.” After all, the census now permits 126 racial and ethnic

combinations—which is way too many to be useful—and there is nothing but OMB’s choice to

prevent more nationalities (Arab?) or ethnicities (Middle Eastern?) from being added. The

system has both too many and too few categories.[169] But whether demographic change and

the political pressures it induces are enough, given the changes in the political climate and in

groups’ legal standing since the 1960s, to deeply disrupt the American racial order as a whole

remains to be seen.

“More Research is Needed:” It always is—but perhaps especially for what we see as a novel

arena of investigation. We envision several directions for future investigation, in addition to

simply watching to see whether the United States’ new round of taxonomic experimentation

turns into a genuine upheaval.

First, the subject of this article could be investigated more deeply and broadly. Can anything

more be learned about the silences in the census record through further archival research or

informed speculation? What influence, if any, did censuses in other nations, newly-acquired

territories, or American states have on the national census? What role did courts, state

legislatures, pressure groups, experts, foreign governments, and other contextual elements

play in changing census practices? How were these census data used?

Second, the political and substantive role of national censuses has only recently been

theorized, and much work remains to be done. What determines whether states embrace or

shy away from elaborate ethnic and racial classification schemes? Are the logics of

Foucaultian discipline, group incorporation, response to international pressures,

bureaucratic stickiness, apportionment, and racial supremacy really distinct, and do they

combine differently in particular countries? Can we specify the causal role of census

taxonomies, compared with their reflective or reifying role? When do census bureaus attain

greater autonomy, and do they use it to pursue scientific rigor or ideological commitments

(and when are those sharply separable)? How are censuses’ racial data used for purposes of

advocacy, policy-making, and representation?

Third, it would be valuable to know how generalizable are the three motivations of politics,

ideology, and science for making sense of political actors’ choices. Do these three forces

explain the behavior of census bureaus in other nations? Of other technological, purportedly

neutral service agencies? Of all important bureaucracies? Of all governmental institutions?

Fourth, we need more research into the uneasy relationship around the turn of the twentieth

century between what we now call the social construction of race and biologically based

assertions of “racial science” and eugenics. Each of these elements of the American racial

order has been extensively researched, but seldom with an eye toward determining how both

contributed to or were in tension with the politics of creating and maintaining a complex and

possibly vulnerable racial order. Similarly, we need more attention to the ways in which the
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full array of racial groups were simultaneously and mutually constituted, whether through

the mechanisms of biology, social construction, political power, norms and beliefs, or

something else.

Finally, political scientists in our view have paid insufficient attention to the political

implications of demographic and geographic transformation. Research in American political

science tends, with notable exceptions, to focus on the national government located in

Washington, DC—and that is arguably the least good vantage point for analyzing the

upheaval experienced by old and new Americans at present as well as around 1900. After all,

a century ago the federal government did not move despite the vast increase in size of the

United States, and it did not change its fundamental structures or practices despite

emancipation, immigration, exclusion, acquisition, decimation, and conquest. Similarly,

immigration and multiracialism now have more impact in North Carolina and California

than in Washington, DC, Just as historians of the West upended our traditional Puritan-

centered focus on the American founding, so geographers and demographers might usefully

shake up the study of American political development.
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