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Introduction:

Perhaps one of the most fundamental tools of western civilization is the census. From the
Romans to modem times the census has provided governments the ability to understand their
domain. Just as important in peace as it is in war, the census is the window nations look
through in order to make decisions that can affect continents. The United States is no
different mn that regard. The first American census was conducted during George
Washington’s first term of office in 1790. It has continued uninterrupted every ten years to
the modern day, with the upcoming twenty-fourth census happening in 2020. In theory the

census has recorded the presence of almost every American that has ever lived or died.

We now live in a time where information exists in ludicrous excess, and we are only just
beginning to understand the implications of technologies that enable digital archiving and
tracking. For most of America’s history however, the opposite was the case. During the
nineteenth century transporting data required a shipping label, not a cable (the rare telegraph
excluded). And for the American government, the census represented the most powerful tool
they could bring to bear to understand their nation. Every ten years they could craft a set of
mandatory questions tailored to answering whatever they considered important enough to

investigate. But what happens when the information gathered is wrong?

The 1870 census, ninth of its kind, is known as one of the least successful censuses mn
American history. Taken only five years after the end of the Civil War, the census was the
United States’ opportunity to reevaluate the newly reformed union. But, poor administration
combined with the chaos immediately following the Civil War resulted in returns that the

Superintendent of the Census Francis Amasa Walker stated could only “mislead the reader



and misrepresent the country.” This failure catalyzed many changes in the taking of later
censuses, and ultimately may have had a positive effect on the gathering of American

statistics in the long run.

Fundamentally I am conducting examination oi’ the factors that led to the ninth census
being inaccurate, the impacts of that inaccuracy, and how those impacts caused changes that
can be observed in the 1880 census. Thus this paper is broken into four sections. First, the
events leading up to the 1870 census, with a particular focus on the US marshal service and
contemporary statistical practices. Second, understanding the conduct of the 1870 census,
and details concerning what failed and why. The third section discusses the ten years
between the 1870 and 1880 census, with a focus on the impacts of an inaccurate census. The
final section discusses the 1880 census and how it was shaped by the failure of 1870 and the

decade between them. So we being with a question fundamental to understanding the subject:

What is the census and how is it made?

Chapter 1: The 1870 Census

Who Conducts the Census?
Every decade since 1790 the Federal Government has conducted a census. The focus of

this thesis is centered on the 1870 census, the ninth census conducted by the Federal government.
At that time there was no permanent census office, which meant each individual census was
independently commissioned and funded by Congress. Each had a unique set of questions it was

to ask of the population (adjusted for each decade), referred to as the Schedule.

—————
| US Census Bureau, Compendium of the tenth census (June I, 1880), (Washington DC: GPO, 1882), 93



The 1870 Census took its organizational structure from a bill passed on May 23, 1850. It
placed the duties of the census under the Department of the Interior, with its Superintendent to be
chosen by the Secretary of the Interior.2 For the ninth census Secretary Jacob Cox selected

prominent statistician Francis Amasa Walker to act as Superintendent.?
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Figure 1. Francis Amasa Walker

The people physically conducting the census consisted of assistant marshals, workers hired
specifically for this task by local Federal marshals of the US marshal service. These assistant
marshals acted as the enumerators of the census. An enumerator simply is the person that gathers
the information for a census. Unlike deputy marshals, assistant marshals had no legal authority
beyond the census. Typically, the head marshal would give each assistant a set region to
enumerate (to question) and give them a deadline to finish the job.

The means by which information was gathered was fairly simple. Each assistant would travel
door-to-door to collect the census information personally; there they would ask each household

for information about their personal information, and information about their businesses, farms,

*Providing for the 7* Census,” May 23, 1850, S. Doc. 76, Part 2 Section 19, 31* Cong,., 1* Sess.
SFrancis Walker, Instructions to assistant marshals. Washington, D.C.: US GPO, May 1, 1870. 4
+ “Francis Amasa Walker,” MIT History, htips://libraries.mit. edu/mithistory/institute/offices/office-o

president/francis-amasa-walker-184 0-1897/ (Accessed 11/28/2018)
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and health when relevant. Broader social statistics, like the number of churches or libraries in a
given region, were to be gathered by using public documentation whenever possible.® This
information could be gathered either by assistant marshals doing local research, or more
powertul deputy marshals making formal requests from towns and cities. Completed information

was to be mailed to the central census office where the information would be compiled and

tabulated under the supervision of the Superintendent.

Census Schedules and Questions
The five Schedules of the 1870 census indicate what the Federal government wanted to know

about the population, a Schedule being a set of questions asked by an enumerator. The 1870
census was broken up into five separate Schedules, asking questions about the nation’s
Inhabitants, Mortality, Agriculture, Industry, and Social Statistics respectively.®

The first Schedule was the one everyone in the nation was meant to fill out, and contained
twenty questions that asked about the physical and social charactenstics of every individual in
the country. An exception to this was from “Indians not Taxed.”” However, the Supenntendent

noted that “it [was] highly desirable, for statistical purposes, that the number of such persons

Mg

[Native Americans] not living upon Reservations should be known™ and if possible should have
their information recorded on a separate document.

The final question of the first Schedule gives a glimmer of why the ninth census was
considered to be a failure. Question twenty of the census asked if an individual, given that they

were a male over the age of twenty-one, had their right to vote “denied or abridged on grounds

other than “rebellion or crime.” This was a clear indication that the Federal government was

*Ibid., 27
‘Ibid., 3
"Ibid., 6
‘Ihid,, 12



concerned about voting rights in the country. Interestingly, Superintendent Walker makes it very
Clear that this question was not asking about racial discrimination in voting. Walker specified
that with the passing of the Fifteenth Amendment, which banned racial discrimination in all
voting laws, any active “State laws not repealed” that banned African Americans from voting
were to be considered “an act of violence” and “does not come within the view of the
Marshals...in respect to the Census.”™ What this means is that if an enumerator discovered that
someone was barred from voting because of their race, that fact was nof to be recorded. While

the specific impacts of this questions being worded this way will be discussed later, the results of

this question likely resulted in a major undercount of the disenfranchised population in the

United States."

Schedule two of the census asked about every death recorded in the year prior to June 1,
1870. Assistant marshals were instructed to be as accurate as they could about the cause of death,
specifically noting that ‘old age’ was not an appropnate response.'>

Schedules three and four ask about American agricultural and industnal production. Namely,
what was each business in America producing, and how much. Enumerators also asked how
much land each farm used relative to their production, so as to calculate agricultural yield (how
much land was needed to produce the grown products). Also, industrial producers were asked the
number of steam engines and waterwheels used, as well as the numbers of men and women over
the age of 15 employed.

Schedule five asked about Social Statistics that any given individual may not know. These

questions included statistics on schools, newspapers, churches, and libraries of a region. It also

—ﬂ_
» US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (WashingtonT D.C: GPO, 1872), 105
0 Francis Walker, Instructions to assistant marshals. (Washington, D.C: US GPO, May 1, 1870). 12

" Margo Anderson. The American Census: A Social His!ory: 2015. 83
2 Francis Walker, Instructions to assistan! marshals. (Washington, D.C., US GPO, May 1, 1870). 17



mcluded questions on the total number of “Pauperism and Crime,”* the results of which were

broken up by race.

It 1s important to understand how the census was physically conducted in order to
understand what flaws existed within the census, which will be discussed in greater detail later, 1t
also allows for a greater understanding of how the census was experienced by most of the people
of the Umted States, who once a decade had a government agent knock on their door, ask a series
of somewhat personal questions, and leave. In a certain light, the census is one of the few things
all Americans have in common, like voting and paying taxes. For the ninth census in particular
there was one more similanity: every piece of information the census received was filtered

through the census office, and that had the potential for problems.

The Federal Marshal Service
The US Federal marshal service was founded with the passing of the Federal Judiciary

Act of September 4, 1789 almost one year after' the Constitution was signed. Today their primary
objectives tend to act as the enforcement mechanism of the Federal courts and are responsible for
things like prisoner transfers, fugitive hunting, and witness protection. However, as one of the
oldest Federal law enforcement agencies, the marshals have had to wear many hats over its
history. Among those now-defunct responsibilities include things like the taking of the census
and finding counterfeiters." While the establishment of the Secret Service and the FBI are
responsible for the marshal’s losing responsibilities in some areas, it was the 1870 census that

had them removed from the census.

Issues with the Marshals Conducting the Census

13 US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 3. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), 531
“ David Turk. Forging the Star: The Official Modern History of the United States Marshals Service. 2016. 1-3



The ninth census was the final census conducted by the marshals. One of the primary
reasons for this was an increasing desire for centralizing control of census operations.
Superintendant Walker in particular called for the right to have greater control over his
subordinates."” The census at the time was a function of the Interior Department, while the
marshals were a completely different branch of government. This meant that the marshal’s
involved in the census were not so much subordinate to Walker as they were doing an extra task
for him on top of their other responsibilities. Walker struggled with the fact that there was almost

no way to conduct a “proper inspection of the census work during its progress” because the
people he relied on for information did not really work for him.* In essence, Walker had Iittle to

no mechanisms to regulate his own workers during the process of the census itself. But this was

not the only concem about the marshals running the census.

The inconsistency between the population and size of Federal districts contributed to the
marshal’s replacement. For example, the state of Rhode Island has always had only one Federal
district, with a single Federal marshal at any given time."” In 1870, the Rhode Island marshal was
responsible for recording the statistics of approximately 217,353' people over a small
geographic area. In contrast, the state of Illinois in 1870 had approximately 2,539,891 with only
two marshals for the entire state, meaning that each marshal had to count about 1,269,945 each.
This means that marshals from Illinois were responsible for more than 5.8 times as many people
as the marshal from Rhode Island, and covered far more ground. This issue was further
compounded by the Federal government being aware that population growth would only Increase

the responsibility of each marshal, and almost certainly that that increase would be unevenly

15 1JS Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), IV

¢ Thid., XIX

17%JS Marshal Service: History,” US Marshal Service,

httos-//www usmarshals.gov/readingroom/us_marshals/index.html (Accessed 11/20/2018)
% US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), X
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distributed. For example, if the marshal from Rhode Island were still responsible for taking the
census today, he would be responsible for counting almost 4.8 (1,059,639)" times as many

people as he would in 1870. For the marshals as a whole, the burden of the census was unevenly

distributed, and ever-growing.

By the 1880 census the marshal service had had their duties as enumerators of the census

replaced by dedicated census workers.

Census Shifts and the US Marshals

The difficulties of the marshals were not only limited to the increasing scale of the census
over time, 1t was also growing in complexity. The development of social science in the
nineteenth century led to a greater demand for more nuanced and accurate questioning. This
increased the need for specialized census workers. As mentioned earlier, the final question of the
first Schedule was a relatively nuanced question about the voting rights of men over the age of
twenty-one. Assistant marshals were expected to understand the local laws regarding voting
rights in order to assist people in answering the question, noting that just because some people
did not vote, did not mean they could not vote.” This kind of question represented a much higher
standard of expertise of the census enumerators that the original 1790 census, and made the

separation between the marshals and the census office that much more onerous.

The Development of Social Science and Changes in the Census

It is important to understand that the demands of the census have changed over time. The
only Constitutional requirement of the census 1s a counting of the representative population for

determining congressional apportionment. For example the first 1790 census did not even ask for

t

‘Census Bureau Quickfacts: Rhode Island,” Census Bureau.
11/20/2018 )

https./fwww.census.gov/guickfacts/ri. (Accessed

» Francis Walker, Instructions to assistant marshals. (Washington, D.C., US GPO, May 1, 1870). 12
11



the names of everyone in a family, only the name of the family head and number of family
members.” However, the ninth census asked questions that went far beyond that original
standard. As mentioned earlier, Schedules two through five of the census did nothing to
determine representative population, answering questions about American mortality, production,

and society. While wanting to know the number of libraries in the nation was not a bad thing, it

certainly was not needed to fulfill the Constitutional mandate.

So, to ask a rhetorical question: why did the census change to become more
comprehensive, when it was not strictly necessary? This answer lies with the growth of statistics
and social science. Social science, to put it simply, is that the application of scientific pﬁn;iples
to a population can help understand and aid that population. This means that as the field of social
science grew, the value of the census as a demographic tool grew as well. And in the mid-

nineteenth century, social science and statistics were growing rapidly.

Political Arithmetic to Modern Statistics
One of the earlier mentions of statistics being used as a tool for politics comes from

English economist Sir William Petty’s book Political Arithmetic, written in 1676. In it, he
attempted to describe the state of England entirely in terms of “Number, Weight, and Measure™
such that his observations all have “visible Foundations in Nature.” From there on the idea that
physical understanding of the world can provide greater insight into social issues and solutions
persisted and grew into modem social science. Perhaps the greatet expressions of that modem
social science were seen in the development of the International Statistical Congress and the

metric system.

2“National Archives genealogy worksheet,” National Archives,
https://www .archives.gov/files/research/genealogy/charts-forms/1 790-census.
“William Petty, Political Arithmetic, 1676

df (Accessed 11/20/2018)
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During the mid-nineteenth century, the western world was beginning to call for a more
unified global standard for statistics and measures. The first International Statistical Congress
(ISC), the progemitor of the modern International Statistical Institute, was first conducted tn 1853
Brussels. A summary of the proceedings of the Congress established that international
representatives all gave “a summary view of the position occupied by statistics in their respective
countries™™ with hopes of “improving the means of collecting and classifying the facts which
bear upon [their nations].” Interestingly, many European nations, including, Austria, Denmark,
and Spain had all established central statistical bureaus within the past fifty years, and other
nations like England and Switzerland expressed significant interest in establishing something
similar. This indicated that there existed a growing international desire for reliable statistics, and
the best source of national statistics was the census. Further, this congress established the
relative newness of politically applied statistics to the eighteen hundreds, which 1s part of the
reason that the American census began to change around this time. Some of the changes seen 1n
the 1880 census, like a more formalized census bureau, and a stated desire for a much larger staff

per-capita can see their origin here.

Another reflection of this desire for standardization in measurements can be seen with the
signing of the Treaty of the Meter 1875, which codified the international use of the French
metric system. The treaty established International Bureau of Weights and Measures in Paris,
which still exists today and holds the original kilogram.” The United States actually did sign this

treaty, and nine years prior approved the use of the metric system in business dealings,* but did

8Gamuel Brown. "Report of the Proceedings at the Statistical Congress, Held at Brussels, 19th to 22nd September,
1853 (Concluded)." The Assurance Magazine, and Journal of the Institute of Actuaries 5, no. 1 (1855). 2

“Ibid., 45

Metric Convention of 1875,” US Metric Association,
(Accessed 11/20/2018)

hitn://www.us-metric.org/metnc-convention-of-1875/

13



not make the system compulsory.

These factors placed a greater value of accurate, nuanced results for the American census.
What this all meant was that the nineteenth century was the time when the Western intellectual
community began seriously refining census practices and increasing the uses for the results of
those censuses. An increasing international spirit of universal measurements meant that gaining
better data not only meant a better understanding of a single country, but networks of countries,
perhaps even the entire world. It also gave the United States something of an opportunity to brag.
In one of the opening notes of the 1870 census, Supe;rintendant Walker notes that there may be
“popular disappointment” that the national population did not break forty million, as was
projected by the 1860 census.” This was speculated to largely be the result of the Civil War: a
combination of both casualties and babies not born who otherwise would have been 1if there was
no war. This indicates that Walker believed that there was a level of public investment in the
result of the census, a national pride of sorts about the prodigious growth of the country. I
personally believe that the increasing availability and mternational nature of censuses, spread
through organizations like the American Statistical Association (discussed below), and the
International Statistical Congress added an element of international competition to the results of

the census. All of these factors contributing for the domestic desire for a good census.

The American Statistical Association
The increasingly important nature of statistics can be seen in the development of the

professional organization known as the American Statistical Association. The American

Statistical Association (ASA) was founded in 1839 Boston with “for the purpose of collecting,

%Origin of the Metric System,” US Metric Association, /Iwww.us-metnic.org/ongin-of-the-metnc-system/

(Accessed 11/20/2018)
7 US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XVIII

14



preserving, and diffusing statistical information in the different departments of human
knowledge™ and to promote the “Science of Statistics.™ It is important to emphasize how young
this organization is relative to the time this thesis discusses, in 1870 the organization would have
been a touch over thirty years old. Formal statistics were a relatively young discipline and as the
field matured so did the value of the census. The late 19* century seems to have been influenced
by the second generation of formal statisticians. So, by 1870 much of the younger statistical

community could have been trained or influenced by the older, initial statistical movement that

established things like the ASA and Statistical Congress.

It 1s important to understand organizations like this because it provides msight into
Amernican’s intellectual structure when 1t comes to statistics. Francis Walker, whose
contributions were vital to the census reforms seen in 1880, was heavily involved in the
organization, and interacted with the other members within it. He was president of the
organization for almost thirteen years from 1883-96 and was a vice president prior to that.”
Thus, could be considered to have been a part of the second generation of professional
statisticians in the United States, the first generation educated by formal statisticians. Walker was
a key factor in the development of the American census, and was certainly influenced by the
nascient statistical community, both domestic and international. But the statistical community

was not the only pressure on the production of the census.

The Political Nature of the American Census

As the census began to develop into an increasingly useful tool for statesmanship, it also

became a greater object of political debate. While the precise politics that drove the 1870 census

#Mason, R. L.., J. D. McKenzie, and S. J. Ruberg, "A Brief History of the American Statistical Association, 1839-
1989." The American Statistician vol. 44, 1990. |
*Ibd., 2
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will be discussed, it should be established how the census, which is fundamentally about the
creation of facts, could be embroiled in politics in the first place. A concise summary of this

comes from French Sociologist Alain Desrosieres, who noted that the American census is almost

uniquely political relative to Europe. Desrosieres claimed European censuses go “almost

unnoticed 1n European countries” while in contrast the American census is “extremely visible,

and the subject of intense debate.” The reasons for this are largely due to the census’s

responsibilities as given the Constitution, and the rapid demographic shifts of the United States

throughout 1ts early history.

America’s federal structure makes the census uniquely politically important relative to
Europe. The census is used to apportion of Federal congressmen and establish the Federal tax
burden on States. Desrosieres applauds the system as ingenious as it discourages pohitical
interference on the census as a state embellishing or underestimates their population “would lose
on one hand what they would gain on the other.” Essentially, a state’s population is both
rewarded for growth with more representation, but has to pay more taxes and vice versa. In the
context of 1870 there were signs this balance is not as effective as 1t should, encouraging
circumstances in which it might have been politically advantageous to manipulate the results of a
census. An example of these kinds of circumstances were defined in New York based Albion
newspaper, which in an article written in 1870 noted that the New York City census results
tended to be lower with a Democratic Presidential administration (New York at the time was
generally Republican).” However, politics was not only driven by political party, especially in

times like the Reconstruction era racial demographic information was Important.

A lain Desrosieres, The Politics of Large Numbers, Harvard University Press, 1998. 189.
"hd., 190.
2K inahan Cornwallis, “Politics and the Census, " The Albion. October 29, 1870
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The lack of a formal census department in America’s early history naturally encouraged
debate and mnnovation. Until the establishment of a formal Census department in the early
twentieth Century, each individual census had to gain direct approval from Congress regarding
its scope, leadership, and funding. This means that the questions asked around the country were
not necessarily made by relatively impartial academics, but politicians. In essence, the census
from the outset of its creation was bound to congressional and thus political oversight and

intervention. This is opposed to an independent census department making decistons about

Scheduling and apportionment.

The 1870 census in particular was set to be especially political. America has historically
expenienced rapid growth and demographic shifts caused by “waves of immigrants, the
expansion of boundaries westward, urbanization™ and racial shifts.*®> America changes so much
each decade demographically that the results of any given census could have major political
implications. This was especially true of the 1870 census, which for the first time had all African
Americans as citizens, with theoretically full representative rights. In addition, following the
Civil War the American South was temporarily broken up into Federal military districts until the
former Confederacy rewrote their state constitutions to include the Thirteenth Amendment that
banned slavery. Depending on one’s interpretation of constitutional law this means that the
Southern States thaf existed after the Civil War were completely different states than the ones tho
initiated the war, similar to how the United States technically began only when the Constitution
was signed, not the Articles of Confederation. That interpretation would mean that the 1870
census was actually the first census for the entire South, and that the statistics gathered on this

census were vital for introducing fifteen new states into the Union (eleven former Southern

5 A lain Desrosieres, The Politics of Large Numbers, Harvard University Press, 1998. 189.
17



states, four Western states). Those fifteen states would represent the single greatest proportional

increase of Congress since its founding. Quite literally, the stakes of the 1870 census’s

importance to politics had never been higher.

Chapter 2: The Failure of the 1870 Census

The Publishing of the Ninth Census:

The definitive version of the ninth census was submitted to the Federal Government on
August 23, 1871 in three volumes for population, vital statistics, and industry. It recognized a
Constitutional population of 38,115,641 people and a ‘True Population’ (which included ‘Indians
Not Taxed’ and American Territories) of 38,925,598.3 As will be important later, it also
recorded the Constitutional population as having 33,203,128 white people and 4,835,166 African
Americans. At the time of publishing these figures were considered to be the most definitive
demographic information possible for the United States, 1t not only recorded the nation as it was
at the time, but was also placed in direct comparison to previous censuses so as to understand the

demographic trends of the country. But as will be seen, not everything was sanguine in this

report.

Doubts and Hedging about accuracy in the census itself

Within the census itself there were clear signs the Superintendant doubts some of the
results. Francis Walker, despite stating that the “census has been as carefully and honestly
performed... as at any preceding period” if not better, also stated that “a perfect census cannot be

taken in any State with the machinery established by existing laws.™* The wording of that

“In this paper, the former number will be assumed to be the population of the nation as when used in the context of
political representation.

33 US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XIX
18



statement 15 important because Walker was not saying a perfect census is impossible, he was

saying that the laws that governed the 1870 census are what made the census imperfect.

Walker 1n the report listed several of the defects he considered to be crippling to his
abihity to accurately enumerate the population. Firstly, the “absence of legal provision for the
proper inspection of the census work during its progress™ meant the central Census Office had
no formal mechanism for internal review. Considering that the vast majority of the census
personnel were temp-hired assistant marshals, hired by non-Census Office US marshals, this
made trusting the census enumerators potentially risky. Other issues with the census machinery
include the pay structure of assistant marshals, as that structure tended to pay far more money to
enumerators 1n dense urban areas, than to those in rural areas. At the time, traveling m low-
density rural areas was significantly more difficult and time consuming for enumeration.
Considering that this meant that rural enumerators systematically got paid less for the privilege
of more work made enumerating such areas more difficult than 1t should. The inherent unfairness
of the system made Walker wary to trust their returns, especially when there was no internal
review process to verify their integrity.”

With that being said, Walker did make it clear that in some cases that incomplete
information did not mean that that information is useless. When discussing mortality numbers in
the US, specifically the number of people who died in the year preceding the census, the census
noted that there is no way of “determining exactly the death-rate of States and sections, and of
deducing. .. statistics complete and accurate in every particular.”*” However, despite being unable
to get “every particular” correct, it also assured that “many and important principles may be

derived with assurance from [incomplete information], even in their present fragmentary

* Ibid.
1 US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XXVI
3 S Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 2. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XI
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condition.” This was a clarification that imperfect information could still be useful if used

correctly. But not every imperfect statistic was given such an optimistic review.

Perhaps the most visible example of Walkers distrust in certain parts of the census came
from the report of the Fishery Industry. Information on the fishery industry was so poorly
recorded that Walker segregated it from the general listings of industrial statistics. He had no
control over what industries were recorded in the census, that was Congress’s responsibility and
he was obliged to report on it. However, he stated that the results were so “distressingly
inadequate to the known facts™ that he could not in good conscious place it beside other
industrial information because it would “disparage. .. the [other industrial statistics.]* Reading
the secion makes Walker’s worries clear; for example, the entire state of Arkansas (pop.
484.471), which shares a border with the Mississippi River, was recorded as having a single
fishery consisting of three men and total capital of $300; it produced $2,200 of unknown (species
not-recorded) fish while apparently consuming no fuel or matenal resources. In essence, for an
entire state, there was probably only a single entry for ‘fishery;” and that entry was only partially
filled out. It was examples like this that explain why Walker was so careful to elaborate his
doubts on the census; because while being left in the dark about a niche industry 1n a single state
could be ignored, the idea that this failure extended to more sigmficant information was

worrying, and as will be elaborated on, potentially dangerous.

The Origins of the Adjusted Numbers/The estimated magnitude of the undercount

Considering that the premise of this entire thesis 1s the presumption that the 1870 census

was inaccurate, it is important to discuss the estimated magnitude of that inaccuracy. This paper

M

¥ Ihid., XI |
« US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 3. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), 383
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uses two main sources for the estimated undercount: a book written by former superintendent
Walker on his census, and a modern report.

As discussed, Walker had serious concerns about the mechanical production of the 1870
census, many of which were alleviated under his watch in 1880, which radically changed the
organization of the census. He commented on his impressions of the 1870 census in a book
published posthumously in 1899. Written after his work with the Census Office was complete,
and working as the president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, his book contained

estimates for the undercount of the African American population in the ninth census. He

discussed

«__.corrections to be made in the figures given for the colored population for 1870. The
present Census Office has estimated the loss out of this element, at that fime, to have
been three-quarters of a million. My own estimate has always placed that loss between
three and four hundred thousand. Professor Newton, the eminent mathematician of Yale
University, has recently computed 1t as about 550,000.

Let it be noted that Walker did not comment on the undercount of the white population in
this book. Further, he mentioned that the Census Office had an estimated number on the
undercount, which meant that even beyond his own personal or academic opinion, the federal
government was both aware of and acknowledged the undercount.

The second estimate of the undercount this paper uses comes from a labor statistics report
published by the modern Census Bureau in 1943. Unhke Walker, it specified that the undercount
was specific to the South and includes estimates for the undercount of both the white and black

population. It stated that the “Number of persons omitted estimated to have been 1,260,078 -

747,915 white persons and 512,163 Negros.™? There was no given explanation for why the white

“Francis Walker. Discussions in Economics and Statistics, H. Holt and Company, 1899. 129-130
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population was given an estimated range of several hundred thousand and the black population
was definite. There is also indication that this kind of undercount was unique, because in the 90

years of censuses discussed in this report, none were recorded as having a comparable

undercount.® If we take the midpoint for the range of white people that leaves a total undercount
of 1,516,159.5 persons, about 3.9% of the population missed. Which, with a House of
Representatives of 292 members, was about 11 people, who could have also been potentially
added. What this means is that if the nation had been enumerated properly there could have been
301 Representatives, which would have been a fair increase in political representation, especially
when you confine much of that increase to the South, where the undercount was the most

pronounced.

A Note on the Completion Time of the Census

An effective census should be able to act as a ‘snapshot’ in time. That is to say that the
time it takes for data to be gathered is important for the data itself. Like a photograph, the longer
the subjects are moving in front of the lens, the blurrier the picture. Therefore, the data gathered
for any census, no matter how large or small, is best gathered as quickly as possible so that
nothing changes while the census itself is being taken. In fact, the eighth International Statistical
Congress decided that the optimal census “should be taken in one day,” if possible.* This
presents something of a unique challenge for America, due to the sheer physical size of the
nation and its rural population. As discussed earlier, the US marshals taking the census each had

varying physical spaces and population densities to cover, so places that were population dense

-

a[JS Census Bureau, “Comparative Occupation Statistics 1870-1930” (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1943), 144 |
© There was an undercount of female and child workers in the 1920 census. But that was strictly about not being

enumerated as employed workers, not being uncounted oqlright.
“# Samue] Brown. 'I')Rgport on the Eighth International Statistical Congress, Held at St. Petersburg, 22* to 29*

August, 1872.” Journal of the Statistical Society of London Vol. 35, No. 4. December 1872
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ke cities could be counted quickly, and more rural areas were more difficult to enumerate in a

timely matter.
One particular failure of this census was its extended length. The census began June 1,

1870 and was finished enumerating by August 23, 1871.% That meant the census was conducted

S

over a period of a little over seven months. It should be noted that this does not mean that the
rate of enumeration was constant over that period, in fact, the large majority of the results were
gathered by January 5, 1871, but the final results took a much larger time. This was due to the
difficulty of reaching the isolated and rural parts of the population, notably in the South. Walker
commented on this in his final report, in a section titled “The Essential Viciousness of a
Protracted Enumeration” in which he declared that an extended census meant that the census can
only be an approximation rather than absolute fact.* He goes on to mention that if the Census
had more direct control over its enumerators rather than going through the marshals the census

could be completed much more quickly, especially in urbanized areas.*

Immediate Public Criticisms of the Census
When it came to public distrust of the census Walker made a note to call it “a matter of

course,”™® and that the vast majority of complaints against the census were either completely
unfounded or the result of census officials using indirect means of gathering information. He
uses an example of an enumerator asking for information from neighbors when someone was
out, leaving the census with the information but the individual feeling missed. Walker does

acknowledge that using such indirect means was “not a good way to obtain™ that information but

was “often the only [option] open to an agent of the census.™

 “Document 194,” August, 23, 1871, S. Doc. 194, 42¥ Cong. 1* Sess.

% S Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XXI
¥ US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 2. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1872), XXII
4 S Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washngton, D.C: GPO, 1872), XX
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Walker reports that “under the stimulus of public criticism™® that much of the census was
conducted with much greater rigor that could be reasonably expected. This confidence 1s belayed
by a following section titled “Re-Enumeration of New York and Philadelphia,” in which both
public demand and the “provisions of an executive order™ spurred a recount. While the politics
involved m those recounts were not discussed, Walker used these cities not as examples of
failure, but of success. He stated that the new census in Philadelphia found 16,745 more people
(2.57% mncrease) and New York found 18,648 more people (2% increase). Walkers stated that the
extraordinary rigor of these recounts, and the relatively minor population increases prove that the
census can be accurate. But he also acknowledged that cities like New York, which were
extremely dense and had motivated enumerators had the absolute best conditions for this kind of
census, and could be seen as the best possible result. That is to say, that under optimal
conditions, a 2% difference was excellent, but that also implies that in places the census was
conducted less nigorously the final tally was may have been off by more than 2%

Interestingly, Walker never explicitly remarked on any kind of Southern undercount
within the census report itself. He did mention that enumerating rural and low-density areas was
far more difficult that urban areas. He also at one point mentioned a problem in earlier censuses
that he corrected in which Southern states enumerated using central city records rather than
directly going door-to-door.* There was no mention any kind of racial preference or
discrimination.

It is clear that there was some level of immediate distrust in the census. This distrucst was

emphasized both by the explicit doubth of Walker and the public outcry of two very large cities

# Ibid., XX
*Ibid., XX
% Jbid., XX
2 Tbid.

® Ibid., XIX
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with an executive order to spur a recount. The fact that the original enumeration was relatively

accurate only stands to emphasize the trust element of these events, because that means that even

if the results were fairly gathered, they were still distrusted.

Confused Publishing

What may have been a contributing factor to this perception of distrust was the confusing

way the results of the census were published. There was a preliminary report of the census
released on January 5, 1872 and the final report was released on August 23, 1872. So, in theory
there should only ever be two numbers recorded for a population. This is not the case in New
York, one of the cities that demanded a recount. At different times local newspapers reported
population numbers that are often close to the census reports but are not actually night. For
example a New York Times article stated that the recount of New York resulted in a final couht
of 944,129 people, but the actual count was 942,229 people (1,837 fewer).>* The Albion
newspaper claimed that the preliminary results of the census were 926,910 people, the census
report states that it was 925,485 (1,425 fewer).” The New York Times, several months later,
claimed the preliminary results of the census were 927,439 1n one article, which was also
wrong.* The information was displayed in tables and charts, so 1t does not seem like the
information was deliberately skewed or misinformed. After all, 1f that was the case 1t would just
be proven wrong when the official results were published, and the numbers were not massively
different anyway. As best I can tell, what was happening was that these newspaper reporters did
not just have access to the final published results of the census, but also had the in-progress
results that had not been fully tabulated. This meant that they published results that possibly

contained recounts, undercounts and other such obfuscating information before the census could

s “The New Census Complete,” New York Times, February 2, 1871
s «“Politics and the Census,” The Albion (New York), October 29, 1870

% “The City Census,” New York Times, October 25, 1871
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be finished. Remember, it was detenmined that the census was off by about 2% 1n total, but with
the newspapers giving inconsistent returns that fact may have been obfuscated. Further, consider
that Walker specifically noted New York as having been both the optimal setting for accurate

census taking, and complements the works of the enumerators there, 1f this was the best case

SCeNano m many ways, perhaps elsewhere it was much worse.

The African American Undercount

The 1870 census had a proportionally lower count of the African American population
relative to the white population. For example, the 1870 census states the African American
population consists of 12.55% of the population. Francis Walker’s 1899 book estimated the
African American population as 13.8% of the total US population in 1870. A census report from
1942 estimates the African American population made up about 13.5% of the total US
population m 1870. This leads to a proportional undercount of the African American population
by about 1.1% of the population (averaging the difference between the two estimations. With a
Congress of 292 members that 1s a proportion of 3.2 congressmen. Now let’s explain why all of
these numbers were important. What this means is that if the total undercount of the population
was about 11 representatives in magnitude, three of them would have been solely from the
African American population, which was disproportionately large relative to the total population.

The 1870 census limited African American representation in a ttime when that
representation was most important. In the period immediately following the Civil War, many
African Americans had for the first time the opportunity to vote and be represented in
government. With the passing of the Fifteenth amendment in early 1870 their right to that

political representation was enshrined in the Constitution itself. The 1870s thus were a time of
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unprecedented African American participation in the Federal government, and a peak of that
participation was under the auspices of the Congresses that used the 1870 census apportionment.
The 43" and 44" Congressional sessions of the United States were the first two sessions
to use the apportionment set by the ninth census. They also had the largest number of African
American representatives in Congress for the entirety of the nineteenth century (seven and eight
representatives respectively). That number of African American representatives would not be
matched until the 90* Congress of 1967. That proportion of African American representation
would only be surpassed in 1973 with 93" Congress. This is quite literally the peak of direct
Federal African American political power for over 100 years. This time was an extraordinarily
important perod in racial politics in the United States, and one of the factors that led to its end
was underrepresentation. The census and its proportional undercount may not have been direct in

its impacts, or even deliberate in its execution, but all the same it perpetuated racial injustice.

The Relationship between Enumeration nd Representation
With only a cursory glance on the subject, one may be confused about the precise

relationship between being counted in the census and their representation in Congress. After all,
even if one doesn’t show up on a census they still have the right to vote for their local
representative and senator. However, being underrepresented In a census often means that one’s
vote counts for less, and is less likely to have political representation actually representative of
one’s community.

The reason for this comes from the number and distribution of Congressional Districts.
According to the Constitution, the number of congressmen a state has 1s based on the population,
with each congressman in theory representing a similar number of people. Using the ninth census
as a guide for the 43rd Congress In 1873, each of the 292 congressmen should have represented

about 132,049 citizens. In practice, this was not the case for a few reasons. One, states with
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fewer than 132 thousand people were still entitled to one congressman, like the newly formed

state of Nevada (pop. 42,491) Two, sometimes for political reasons a state would be

apportioned a non-standard number of congressional seats, like in the 43® Congress in which

“Flonda... gained a seat,

1t deserved 2. Ilinois deserved an additional seat under an apportionment of 292. It did

not get one.”™®

And finally, if a state was not counted properly it would not receive the proper amount of

representatives. A state cannot get proportional representation when those proportions are

unknown. An individual in a state that is undercounted has less voting power for congressional
representatives, and is thus less likely to have a representative that cares about that individual.
In the context of race this gets a little more complicated. In theory, a congressional
district is simply the zone in which the voting population for a particular congressman comes
from. But of course, it is known that the location of residences is often correlated to things like
wealth, race, and even politics. This makes manipulating the distribution of these districts to
promote specific political advantages, a process called Gerrymandering, a serious issue. So in
theory if a population was unaccounted for, Congressional districts would be formed without
actually knowing the real demographic makeup of a region. This is bad in the context that an
elected Congressman may not actually know who their electorate consists of, and thus cannot
perform their job to the best of their abilities. In theory if a congressman was unaware that the

African American population was a lot higher than he thought 1t was, he could not appropriate

aid funding appropriately, or organize resources effectively to do well by them.

" US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 1. (Washington, D.C: GI?O, 1 §72), XIV
* Margo Anderson, The American Census: A Social History, Yale University Press, 2015. 83

though it did not deserve one; New York gained 1 seat, though
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On a personal aside, I do want to clarify that the race of a Congressional representative
does not necessarily have any bearing on their personal political stances or actions. Nor do I
presume that people of color would or should vote along racial lines. However, I believe it is safe
to assume there is a relationship between African American voting power and the number of

Afncan Americans in Congress. Seen in Figure 1, there was a brief spike and then rapid decline
of the number of African Americans in Congress following the Civil War. I am doing this with

the assumption that this does have a correlation with the voting power of African Americans n

the United States.

On the Subject of Numbers and Emotion
I think there 1s something lost when being very technical about this subject. That, in

describing people in terms of numbers, percentages, and relative proportions there is a barrier
between what 1s observed and what 1s understood. The results of this undercount were not just
the Federal government having an empty spreadsheet for a decade. It meant that in the eyes of
the government, which were comprised of elected officials whose job it was to represent and
support the nation, about a million and a half people did not exist. People who were unaccounted
for when representatives set budgets, cast votes, or made assumptions about the nation. There
were ordinary people who probably did not know that through bureaucratic error their existence
was inconsequential when it came to the decision making of the land of the free. The ninth
census’s failure to count the American people made it so American people could not count on the

American government.
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Figure 2. African American Representation in Congress from 1869-2002%

Figure 3. Franklin Moses Jr.?

Perhaps the greatest influence enumeration has on representation 1s as an enticement for
politicians to act in accordance with the will of their constituency. That is to say, elected officials
will generally try to appease the people that vote for them so as to be reelected. This means that
accurate demographic and social information is a vital tool of any politician who wants to win an

election, as it provides insight into the potential desires of any region. For example in 1872

*The proportion (first graph) of African American representation is (AA Congressmen + AA Senators)/(Total

Number of Senators and Congressmen).

0 “Franklm Moscs Jr.,” Wikipedia,

ipedia.or /wnkn/l tranklin J. Moses Jr.#/media/File:Franklin J. Moses, Jr.|pg, (Accessed January 4.
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Franklin Moses Jr. (a pale, mustachioed Republican) was elected as the Govemor of South

Carolina “by the midlands and black majority low country.” So it is reasonable to assume he

would take action to properly represent and tend to his constituency. Thus, when that

demographic information is either skewed, non-existent, or even untrustworthy it means that

representatives are less able to represent their actyal population. Of course, that is with the
presumption that the voting population is congruent with the actual population. However,
Reconstruction in the South made such a prospect more fantasy than reality. With the
progression of time, scholars like Eric Foner have observed, there was a large period of political
shifting in the Reconstruction South, a time in which knowing the demographics of certain

populations, or sometimes even what is not the demographic breakdown became vitally

1mportant.®

Chapter 3: The Interim Years: 1872-1880

Consequences of Ienorance: Voter Fraud Investigations of the South
Perhaps the most recognizable legacy of the Reconstruction era was the “undeniable

setbacks” to African American prospects and representation following emancipation.® Through
violence, intimidation, fraud, and other nefarious means white supremacists took active steps to
restrict African American political influence and representation. These practices were not

something contemporary Americans were unaware of, much of it happened in the light of day to

the dismay of many.

¢ W. Poole, Religion, Gender, and the Lost Cause in South Carolina’s 1876 Governor’s Race, Journal of Southern

History, August 2002 |
"EricrI);oner,gI};econ.s-tmétian: America’s Unfinished Revolution, New York: Harper Perennial, 2014. 31
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In the mud-1870
s there were several controversial elections in which there were

cusations of vote '
ac voter fraud and ballot stuffing. This prompted the federal senate to open several

€ main purpose of these investigations was to determine if the “right of any portion of

such inhabitants and citizens to vote as aforesaid has been in anywise denied or abridged.”” Note
that this question 1s almost identical to the twentieth question the 1870 census asked in its first
Schedule. But, due to the results of that question being poorly gathered, this separate
investigation was conducted years later. An investigation does not imply that the concept of
Southern voter suppression is accepted; rather it proves that elements of the Federal government

felt that 1t needed to be proved. The issue of voter suppression was considered in 1870, but due

to 1ts failure, 1t placed the establishment of that fact to these senate investigators.
New York reporter James Redpath, who accompanied Senate investigators in Mississippi,
decried “the most barbarous means” of the Southern Democrats to secure political supremacy. In

fact, “so complete was this terrorism” that Redpath had difficulty understanding the magnitude

or comprehensiveness of that misconduct.
So, how did the census play into this? A commonality between these mvestigations was
that they all used population information to try and understand what was happening. Thus, when

that information was incorrect it potentially put the results of those investigations in jeopardy.

South Carolina Investigation of 1877

“ Voters in Certain States-Eligibility of Electors” Congressional Record-Senate, December 3, 1876, 44* Cong., 1*
sess. 18.

“ Ibid.

% James Redpath, “The Lesson of Mississippi,” The Independent (New York), August 3,1876
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part possible due to distrust of the censys.

Only eleven years after the Civil War, South Carolina found itself divided along political

lmes. Former Confederate general Wade Hampton (D) had beaten the incumbent Daniel

Chamberlain (R) by a total of 1,100 votes. However, Chamberlain refused to cede his position,

citing that Hampton had rallied the white population to unleash a campaign of intimidation and
fraud to turn the election in the Democrat’s favor. Hampton responded by declaring himself the

legitimate Governor of the state, and founding a ‘legitimate’ state government of his own outside

the state capitol.

From December 1876 to April 1877 the state of South Carolina had two governments
running concurrently, each declaring the other illegitimate; One was a Republican that the white
population had railed against as a Northern infiltrator, and the other an openly aggressive former

Confederate. The Federal government reluctantly sent in Federal troops to try and stabilize the
situation, which only galvanized white Democratic support of Hampton. The situation was
quickly becoming something that not only threatened the stability of the state, but the entire

federal union.

It is in this context that a Senate investigation was conducted into the accusations of the
“denial of elective franchise” in the state. It was their job to determine 1f there was any presence
of voting malfeasance though fraud, violence, coercion, or otherwise. Further, 1f there was

malfeasance found, to what degree and effectiveness was it accomplished, and to whose benefit
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or detriment. In essence, figure out if anyone cheated the election and if that cheating was

enough to swing the vote.”

The nvestigators promptly began to question South Carolina residents as to the nature of
the election 1n their state, but quickly encountered difficulties. The naturé of voter fraud made
state officials unrehable witnesses, because they all had a stake in the results regardless of the
outcome. And broader witness testimonies contradicted each other on claims of violence and
intimidation. A good example of this division can be seen in the local testimony regarding ‘rifle
clubs,” informal social organizations of well armed individuals ostensibly for self defense,
without becoming a formal militia force. Modern scholar Richard Zuczek described these clubs
as functioning as an organized “Democratic army” that surrounded Republican gatherings and
voting booths without escalating to violence, terrorizing voters and aiding Hampton.* The
investigators received a similar testimony from the Mayor of Charleston George Cunningham
(R) who was “very bitter in his denunciation of these clubs.”® But that testimony was contrasted
with many contradictory statements, like the testimony of local resident Mr. Barker who claimed
that the gun clubs existed “purely for purposes of defense” to protect white men from African
American aggression.” Lacking any empirical way to divine the truth of these statements, the

testimony was largely unreliable when it came to making a final decision on the 1ssue.

7.8 Senate Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections. South Carolina in 1876: Report on the Denial of the
Elective Franchise in South Carolina at the State and National E Ie'ctior:;f { :?76, to /é)ccgmfg;)}z Senate
Miscellaneous Document 48, Forty-Fourth Congress, Second Session. Vas ungton, D.C,, |

* Richard Zuczek, The Last Camp};ign.' South Carolina and the Revolution of 1 876,Civil War History, VOI. 42,

Number 1, March 1996, 23 | |
“U.S. Srenate ;r:bcommittee on Privileges and Elections. South Carolina in 1876 Report on the Denial of the

Elective Franchise in South Carolina at the State and National 'E lef:lion oj'l§7 6, 10 Accomp;:‘;z‘;z Senate
Miscellaneous Document 48, Forty-Fourth Congress, Second Session. Washington, D.C., 1
" Ibid.
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his ;
This 1ssue was compounded by the fact that there was an abundance of circumstantial,

but not damming, evidence that the election was compromised. Modern scholar W. Poole

summanzed this evidence as such:
“The mnial tally gave Hampton 92,261 votes to Chamberlain's 91,127. The extent that
fraud produced this outcome becomes clear when we consider that South Carolina had
74,199 eligible white voters and 110,744 eligible black voters in 1876. This result would
have required that every white male voted (and voted Democratic), with an additional
18,062 black voters, whether through free will or intimidation, casting their ballots for

Hampton. Notoriously, Edgefield, Aiken, and Laurens Counties had more votes cast for

Hampton than eligible voters.””*

Thus the investigators were faced with a dilemma: how do you prove that the results of an
election were false or verify that they were true when witness testimony 1is untrustworthy?

One of the tools the investigators used was the 1870 census, but it was msufficient to
prove decisively that fraud had occurred. Theodore Barker™, a close friend of Hampton, directly
challenged the accuracy of the census stating that there has not been an “accurate census has ever
been taken since the war.”” Of course, a more accurate or trustworthy may have been able to
provide evidence that the population that voted in the 1876 election was not accurate relative to
the actual population. However, this was not the case. The investigation concluded with a

statement that there was no provable link between the well documented intimidation and voting

malfeasance. The report would be submitted to Congress on February 21, 1877. Hampton would

" W. Poole. Religion, Gender, and the Lost Cause in South Carolina’s 1876 Governor’s Race”. Journal of Southern

History. August 2002.

" « Confederate Warrior {0 Southern Redeemer. Volume 2. 81
T mnr ek .O’f d Elections. South Carolina in 1876: Report on the Denial of the

Elecr;’ve F rank:hise in South Carolina at the State and National Elegtion of 16{ 76, to Accernpany Senate
Miscellaneous Document 48, Forty-Fourth Congress, Second Session . Washington, D.C., 1877

35



nfirmed ‘
be confirmed as the rightful governor of South Carolina on April 11, 1877. The state would not

have another Republican governor unti] 1975

So what does thi ’ :
s all mean? It is clear that the Investigation had access to census data in

to compare to witness testunony, it is also clear that people who would benefit from the census

being mistrusted tried to cast aspersions on it Furthermore the conclusions the investigation
drew are contradictory to what m(\)dem scholars believe. The census was only a piece of this, but
even a fraction of something massively important is still important. Mistrust in the census
directly impacted an event with the potential to pull the country apart again, which stands to

emphasize why people like Walker and. as will be discussed, James Garfield were so dedicated

to make the census better.

Mississippi Investigation
Unlike the South Carolina investigation, the investigators in Mississippi made extensive

use of the 1870 census. Only a few months after the South Carolina report was published, a
similar report was released containing testimony concerning voting misconduct in Mississippi.
On December 5, 1876, the Senate commissioned this investigation to look into claims of voter
fraud in the state of Mississippi. The stated intention of the investigation was to determine 1f
voting impropriety occurred, and if so by whom, to what parties, for what means, and for what
motivations.” The investigation ran from January 13 to March 3, 1877.%

The 1870 census is cited often by the investigator when trying to judge the 1876
populations of suspect state counties. One stating that “according to the census of 1870 and a

calculation based on” deduction one could ascertain a “pretty near’™ estimate of the actual voting

" “Voters in Certain States-Eligibility of Electors” Congressional Record-Senate, December 3, 1876, 44* Cong,, 1

sess, 18 : : S
.. Senate Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections. Mississippi: Testimony as to denial of elective franchise in

Mississippi at the elections of 1875 and | 876, taken under the resolution of the Senate of December 3, 1876.
Washington D.C 1877
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opulation. There is no : . .
pop noted hesitance in the testimony that there is anything suspect about the

results of the ninth census.

acceptable. After all, the political stakes for the investigation were much lower than in South
Carolina; there was no immediate succession crisis that demanded an emergency response. Far
less of a chance a botched investigation would lead to another domestic war.

Of course, there were situational benefits for casting doubt on the census. If one could not
say decisively that the voting numbers exceed the voting population it weakens the entire
premise that fraud was occurring 1n the first place. Considering that this investigation was one of
many federal investigations into Southern states, commissioned by the same bill, 1t would be
reasonable to assume that the census was a similarly useful tool 1n those cases. This means that

the potential issues of the census being inaccurate, especially with regards to the Southern

population, was multiplied over the entire region.

An Example of the 1870 Census Being Used in the North
Another example of census data being used to identify fraud can be seen in a New York

Times article provocatively titled ‘Fraud Fully Exposed.” A front page report, the article used
census data to compare with the number of votes being received. The author noted that not only

were there more votes in Southern state elections than should be reasonable given the apparent

population, but also that of these votes they were all Democrat votes. This article was a

s. Mississippi: Testimony as to denial of elective franchise in

*U.S. Senate Subc tee on Privileges and Election
e wr—— y der the resolution of the Senate of December 3, 1876.

Mississippi at the elections of 1875 and 1876, taken un
Washington D.C 1877. 34, 382
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declaration that a significant portion of the Southern government was likely illegitimate and

itted, or was ! !
committed, party to, crimes to get into office. This was not an opinion piece hidden in the

back pages; this was front page news, implying editorial support of these claims. The author

well as the dangers of it being wrong. A reputable newspaper made massive claims of the
legitimacy of government on the basis of information gained from the census. Now as it
happened modern scholarship does égree that there was a significant amount of fraud at this
time, but also there was an undercount of the Southern population that the author of the article
may have been unaware of. In essence, an important paper made a really provocative claim
based on information they did not know was wrong, which had the potential to jeopardize their
claims.

Part of what makes the 1870 failure disturbing 1s not only its direct impacts, but also its
potential impacts. These were issues that struck at the very heart of our American democracy,
and they were effected, not matter how slightly, by the census being wrong. Thas, I believe 1s
what Walker was emphasizing when calling for changes to be made to the census process. It
probably was not about a particular amount of concern about the prospects of African Americans
in the United States, but rather as an object example of how something politically contentious

and legally important can be impacted by the census, which makes the need for an accurate one

all the more dire.

W

" “Fraud Fully Exposed,” New York Times, July 21, 1879
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Chapter 4: The 1880 Census

The 1880 Census
On June 1, 1880 the Tenth Census began. In many ways 1t was a similar affair to the

previous one, 1n that the information was gathered by enumerators going door-to-door recording
the answers to lists of standardized questions. Yet in some ways the process was different.
Notably, the Census Bureau had increased latitude on its training and selection capability
for enumerators. The Federal marshal service was relieved of its responsibilities for the
conducting of the census. Instead, the system was entirely under the auspices of the Census
Bureau 1n the Department of the Interior. Executive appointed ‘Supervisors’ replaced the roll
taken by the local marshals and were responsible for organizing and hiring street-level
enumerators. Similar to the marshal system, the lowest level enumerators were regional hires
under the auspices of the supervisor as opposed to a central office. However, the training and

testing of these individuals was the responsibility of the central Census Bureau, which previously

was administered by local marshals.”

On the Subject of Scale and Scope

The tenth census was a significantly larger endeavor than the ninth. The total number of

enumerators hired was 31,382, almost five times the 6,530 hired in 1870. The raw number of

pages of information produced in the 1880 census is about 6.2 times larger. And the 1880 budget

was 1.69 times larger than the previous for a total sum of 5.791 milhon”

™ “An act to provide for taking the tenth and subsequent censuses,” Congressional Globe Ch .195, March 3, 1879,

45* Cong., 3 Sess.

” “Through the Decades: 1880” US Censiis ‘
ht s://wsw.census. ov/history/www/through the decades/fast facts/1880 fast facts.html. (Accessed March 1,
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To understand why the census grew so rapidly it is important to consider that due to the
way the census was structured, hiring a massively increased staff did not increase the price of the
census overmuch as long as there was a proportional decrease in census length time-wise.
Census enumerators were compensated for the number of results they returned.* So in theory,

the total cost of enumeration was more dependent on the size of the country than the number of

enumerators.®

The scope of the census increased as well. The ninth census produced three volumes of
information, the tenth produced seventeen. This was largely achieved by expanding the
examination of American production. For example, in 1870 the cotton industry was recorded as a
single industry among many 1n Volume 3 of the ninth census. In the tenth census, the cotton
industry takes up two volumes, five and six. The ninth census described cotton production on a
brief grid that among other things recorded the capital investment, total amount of land used, and
tonnage of produce. The tenth census is far more comprehensive; each state 1s shown with maps
indicating production sites (a feature not in the ninth census), alongside fairly detailed written
report of each state county, including features like the color of the landscape, and speculation on
the fertility of the land. These written portions are not noted as having a particular author, but
considering each one is used to describe locations on the county scale these are most likely the

report of the local census supervisors.” This can be seen in the images above, during the 1870

census the record of cotton production for a state country was confined to a single entry on a

single column among many. In contrast, the entry for Coosa County in the 1880 census contains

a full page of text describing the region including information like topography and nuanced

% 2¢ for the status of any individual living or dead. 15¢ for a business
*This is only the case for door-to-door enumerators, Supervisors and centra

different pay structure
* US Census Bureau, Tenth Census: Volume

| office Census employees had a

5. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1882), , 92
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details of production in the region. In the

1870 census Coosa County is represented by a single

number with 1ts total cotton output (See figures below). Naturally

the 1880 census allowed for a

significantly more nuanced understanding of the region with regards to cotton production, and

perhaps agncultural production in general. This leve] of specificity was extended to every

county of every cotton producing state in the country, which gave a much better picture of

America’s total cotton industry than a handful of charts could ever do.
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Figures 4 & S. (Left) /1870 Census: Alabama Cotton Production (Coosa County #1 9):& (Right)
1880 Census: Coosa, Alabama Cotton Production (#19 on the 1870 figure)

¥ US Census Bureau, Ninth Census: Volume 3. (Was
“ US Census Bureau, Tenth Census: Volume 5. (Was

hington, D.C: GPO, 1872), 96
hington, D.C: GPO, 1882), 84
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the faillure of 1870.

The most comprehensive example of the reasoning and intent behind the failed reforms
of the 1870 census comes from Federal Congressman and president-to-be James Garfield. In
1869 Garfield was the head of the Committee of the Ninth Census, and was responsible for

writing a recommendation to Congress on changes to the census.
Garfield was a strong proponent of centralizing the Census Bureau. In a paper titled The
American Census, Garfield laid out his reasoning for the need for census reform, and how those

reforms would manifest.

Garfield’s paper consists of three sections: An appeal for the need for social science 1n

government, a description of flaws considered in the American Census was it was 1n 1869, and a

series of proposed solutions or adjustments to resolve these flaws.*

The paper begins with a broad statement that sciences will improve the man’s condition;
making “him the master, rather than the slave, of nature.” Garfield goes on to state that just as

physical sciences, like chemistry and medicine, have improved lives, the growing science of

statistics can help further still.

 James Garfield, “The American Census: A paper read before the American Social Science Association” National
Press, October 27, 1869
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marshals”.* When Garfield was considering these changes in 1869 there were sixty-two federal

marshals, one for each federal district. Garfield argued that the marshals have too many

responsibilities and covered too large an area to properly conduct the census. Thus, a new
independent census organization should be formed. Furthermore, Garfield claimed that the
census 1n 1ts current state took too long, had questionable privacy considerations and has poorly
defined payment structures. All of these problems would presumably also be fixed with the
replacement of the marshals.”

The following section detailed changes to the Schedule (the questions asked) of the
census. The most important change was a proposal to add the question considering the voting
right of Americans, which would end up manifesting itself as the failed twentieth question in
Schedule 1. Other changes were designed to provide more nuanced information about
agricultural and industrial production. Examples of this include stating acreage of land used
relative to the agricultural product (to aid in the determination of average land yield), noting 1f
cheese was made on a farm or in a factory, and specifying if machines are powered by “steam,
water, or horse”. It is here that Garfield’s desire for statistical information 1s apparent, as this
information can be utilized in a statistical fashion.

Now, Garfield did not come to these conclusions alone. Much of this paper was made

with the assistance of Edward Jarvis, president of the Amencan Statistical Association who had

long been outspoken on census reform.” His association with Garfield indicates that these

* Ibid.
¥ Ibid.
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proposed changes were made with the mmplicit backing of the intellectual elite, who were well

suited to know the needs of the census and the best way to extract that information

Garfield’s final Report on the Ninth Census, which contained his formal

recommendations for changes to the census, copied his earlier work almost verbatim. While the
official document did not change any of the conclusions and recommendations he reached
earlier, he did add clanification to certain minutia of Scheduling questions. The most notable of
these was a clanfication that the question on voting rights did not considered violence or
intimidation legitimate means of being denied the right to vote, it instead provided an index of
every state law that could theoretically deny the right to vote aside from treason or
imprisonment. These were things like poll taxes and literacy tests, and are ultimately why the
question was useless because the 1ssue was more social than legal. This clarification was not
present in the earlier paper.” Many of these changes actually were implemented in 1880, even
though they were initially recommended for the ninth census. The reason that these
recommendations were not implemented was because of broader political resistance to those
changes.

However, while most of the changes to the census system considered prior to 1870 were
contingent on that centralization, some less invasive changes were implemented. Some changes
to the Schedule of the census Garfield proposed, which required no changing to census
machinery, were implemented. One such development was a clanfication to the Industry
Schedule covering service workers that added value to objects but technically do not produce

products, like plumbers and repairmen.” Such an act aids in gathering data, but did little to solve

e

“ Gerald Grob. “Edward Jarvis and the Federal Census,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine. Spring 1976.9

, . - : L ' sus.” January 18, 1870
% Committee on the Ninth Census, 41% Cong. 2% Sess. “Report on the Ninth C?nsps , v
® James Garfield, “The American Census: A paper read betore the American Social Science Association™ National

Press, October 27, 1869. 21
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issues fundamental to the censys being decentralized as jt was prior to 1880. Many of the

changes seen 1n 1880 needed the motivatiop provided by the failure of 1870 to be implemented

alongside 1mprovements learned from that failure,

Resistance to Change in the Census prior to 1870

While figures like Garfield and Jarvis do Indicate that some of the changes seen in the

1880 census were considered prior to even the 1870 census, there are several factors that are

involved for them only being implemented in 1880. While its objective was to gather

dispassionate facts, the census was and still is a massive endeavor that costs a significant amount
of time, money, and manpower; and like everything else the government does, is subject to
politics.

Beyond simply the gears of government turning slowly, there were several political
factors encouraging the census system to remain unchanged. The largest of these was tied to the
use of federal marshals, Margo Anderson comments that the Federal marshal and the assistant
marshal positions were sometimes given as a form of political patronage, thus making the
establishing and funding of a centralized census office less desirable to the senators who
appointed these positions.” In essence, by centralizing the administration of the census it
removed that power from the federal senate and the US marshals which both resisted. That
political will manifested itself in the rejection of the census reform bill in the senate prior to the
ninth census. Furthermore, an expanded census would require more personnel, more expert
statisticians to process the data, and more pay for supervision. Using pre-existing marshals to do

the census with no additional pay defrayed some of the costs of hiring supervisors. So, there

were reasons to avoid the centralization and expansion of the census in 1870. But, not every

* Margo Anderson, The American Census: A Social History, Yale University Press, 2015. 82

45



change in the 1880 census was considered prior to 1870. The tailure of the ninth census, and the

ten years that followed also inspired many changes in the tenth census

Direct Legacies of the 1870 Census

project must address the bottom line, the budget. F undamentally, almost all of the changes seen

in' 1880 are the result of the Census Bureau being able to successfully gather the proper funding
from congress. It took money to take on the administrative burden organizing street-level
enumerators that was once under the purview of the US marshals. It took money to gain the
experts required to produce accurate data maps and graphics that eclipsed the number in the 1870
census. But that money had to come from somewhere.

Now, money does not grow on trees and the American government did not shell out
millions of dollars extra to improve the census out of high-minded desires to improve the
accuracy of statistical data gathered in the country by a couple percentage points. Among other

things, the public nature of the failure of the 1870 census allowed for the 1880 census the funds
required to improve itself. In essence, it failed badly enough that it would be embarrassing for
the census to continue under the system it had operated under for the last thirty years, and that

meant the budget was justified. In fact, this embarrassment was so pervasive in the nineteenth

century if followed some politicians beyond the grave.

The obituary of New York senator Roscoe Conkling described him as being “hopelessly

wrong”™ when it came to census reform, which is quite harsh language for talking about

someone who died. The 1881 entry described the senator as “instrumental in defeating a new

law for taking the census, thereby compelling the census of 1870 to be taken under the old law,

" Frederic Whitridge, “Roscoe Conkling”. The International Review. October 1881. 5
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and he opposed the new one when it finally did pass.”™ Interestin gly, the author of the obituary

Frederick W. Whitridge from the New York-based International Review newspaper described

the actions among hus political failures, bomn of an 1ll-conceived desire to save money. In the

same paper he was praised for his objections to “petty raids on the Treasury.”™ This implies that
to the author of the obituary census reform was anything but ‘petty,” and that treating it as such
was worthy of bringing it up as a feature of a man’s life story. This is combined with the fact that
the section of failures was about a paragraph in length relative to about ten pages of praise. This
indicates either an incredibly successful career or stands to emphasize the perceived magnitude
of the failure of the 1870 census even as early as 1881. The broad implication of all this is that
there was a correlation between the failure of the ninth census, and support for the funding of the

tenth census.

The 1880 census at several points clearly criticized the 1870 census, quite possibly with a
mind towards justifying its own budget. In the compendium of the 1880 census, which
summarizes the production of the census, cites that Walker needed to ask for money several
times. In a letter sent May 27, 1881 from Walker to the current Secretary of the Interior Alonzo
Bell. he noted that he had underestimated the budget and needed more funds to continue the
census without firing critical staff. Walker asked for expediency in receiving the funds due to
“public interest in the results of the enumeration”™ generating desire for quick results and that
firing staff may permanently reduce the census’s capacity to do the census well. The
compendium went on to note that Walker ended up spending several thousand dollars out of
pocket to keep some staff, and fired more, but kept the census from experiencing any delays. A

later section was titled “Comparisons of the censuses 1870 and 1880,” and largely contained

»Ibd, 6
“Ibid., 6

* US Census Bureau, Compendium of the tenth census (June 1, 1880), (Washington DC: GPO, 1882), XLIV
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reasoning for why the 1870 changed. citing the inability to generate accurate results using the old

administrative machinery.” The 1880 censys was only compared to the 1870 census, no earlier

censuses were mentioned. In essence, in the official Censys summary of the 1880 census notes

that it did have budget problems, and recorded that the reason fdr this increase was to fix the

issues seen 1n 1870,

The most directly inspired portion of the 1880 census following the ninth census was the
creation and 1mplementation of Special Investigations, which seems to have been created to
directly solve some of the issues seen in 1870. A Special Investigation used enumerators were
specifically sent to learn the information of a particular industry or field. Unlike ordinary
enumerators, these investigators were not tied to a specific region and worked directly under the
Superintendent as opposed to a regional supervisor. There was no provision for such a task
mentioned in the 1870 census meaning that the people who went door-to-door to ask famihes
questions were the same people who went to local mines and industries to gather information.
The tenth census notes that this practice resulted in returns that “were sometimes discreditable
and even disgraceful to the census,™’ and thus needed dedicated enumerators for certain
statistics. Among these selected statistics were also chosen to rectify some of the most glaring
failures of the ninth census: the mining and fishery industry, which were the first two subjects
mentioned as needing special investigation. These were parts of the 1870 census that was so
poorly gathered so as to be separated from the rest of the census listings. That meant by 1880 the
country had no accurate Federal statistics on these industries for nearly 20 years. Thus,

provisions for dedicated resources to seek out difficult-to-gather information were made.

*Id., LXII
" Ibid,, XX XXVI
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Another development in the 1880 census can be seen in the rejection of a difficult

question. As discussed earlier, the 1870 Census was unable to gather accurate information on the

twentieth question in Schedule 1: whether or not voting rights had been denied to certain

Americans. In 1880 the census officials specifically asked to remove “the interrogatory relating

to the ownership of public debt” a question they considered “not an inconsiderable obstacle,” to
answering expediently. Public debt is basically government bonds, in which people or businesses
loan money to the government for a specific amount of time at a fixed rate of interest. Census

officials noted that asking about such ownership was “unlikely to secure trustworthy answers.”

They go on to explain that people are generally uncomfortable about talking about their finances,

and often do not know the details off-the-cuff, which would bog down the enumeration process.
Further, the fact many bonds were owned by businesses and banks made the process too
complicated for a normal enumerator to do, and a special investigation would take money they
did not have. This awareness and acknowledgment of the limited capabilities of enumerators was
lacking in 1870, and its presence here indicates a significant progression in how the census chose

its schedule. The investigation into public debt was struck from the 1880 Schedules.

Maps. Infoeraphics and Descriptions: How the 1880 Census Changed Data Visualization from

1870

" Ibid., XXXV
” Ibid.
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Figure 6. “Whites and Colored” Infographic'®

The 1880 census displayed the data it receives in several ways: it had many tables and
graphs that were collated from all the data gathered, 1t used maps and overlays to display how

those numbers were correlated over the geographic region of the United States, and descriptive

graphics were implemented to make some data easier to visualize. However, the mncreased size of
the 1880 census allowed for an increase in the number of visual representations of the data it

gathered, relative to the 1870 census there were far more maps to go alongside the tables as well

as a new feature, infographics.

The addition of infographics was a wholly new addition to the census. An infographic 1s a

way to compile data in a visual form to make it easier to understand. Many of these contain

information that could be gleaned relatively easily from looking at the raw data. An example of

/

~\-———_—

*US Census Bureau, Tenth Census: Volume 5. (Washington, D.C: GPO, 1882)
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Information like this could just as easily have been displayed in the 1870 census, for minimal
expense. In fact, the information shown here is similar to the data Francis Walker uses in his
1899 book when talking about the proportional undercount of African Americans during the
ninth census.” Considering that there were no real obstacles to these being implemented in
1870, the desire or demand for the addition of infographics likely came from the time between
the 1870 and 1880 census. In fact, the 1880 census specifically notes that the 1870 census was
lacking in “public 1nterest in the result,”* another way of phrasing that is that there was
significantly increased 1nterest in the results of the 1880 census. This means that the Census
Office officials responded to that public interest by making the census more accessible with
graphics.

The 1870 census faced widespread criticism, from the public, politicians, and census
officials themselves. Some of the motivations for this criticism may have been due to outside
factors, like justifying a budget or nullifying a potential source of evidence. But despite this
criticism, the 1870 census was used as a source of information in a time of critical political and
demographic change. The law establishing the 1880 Census was created in the context, with the
known failure of its predecessor contrasted with its clear need to exist .Thus, in some ways, the

1880 census reflects that, not only adopting traits that were considered prior to 1870 but also

trying to fix the issues highlighted in 1870. Therefore, in a very real way, the failure of the 1870

census created the 1880 census as it was written,

w

::: Francis Walker. Discussions in Economics and Statistics, H.
US Census Bureau, Compendium of the tenth census (June bl

Holt and Company, 1899. 13/
880), (Washington DC: GPO, 1882),. LX1
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Conclusion

Fundamentally, the failure of the 1870 census tells us something of America’s
relationship to 1nformation. How charts and tables Interact with the outside world and both
impacts it and 1s impacted by 1t. The failure of 1870 shows how the creation of fact, or at least
information that was designed to be treated as fact, can be subject to the eddies and currents of
politics, and how that can affect the final product. In essence, that the census was imperfect not
because the method of data gathering was wrong, it was because people were (and still are)

imperfect and the census machinery did not have enough safeguards to protect 1t against them.
We observed how mtertwined the census was in national politics and soclety, and speculated on

the impacts of the census being false, as well as the impacts of being perceived false.

Of course, today much has changed in our means of accessing and synthesizing data. The
internet, GPS, and advanced computing have allowed for demographic information gathering in
a breadth and depth unimaginable in the nineteenth century. But for all the technology, one thing

has remained constant for every census since the first one conducted in 1790: that they are

created and run by people.

With the rapidly approaching 2020 census there 1s a controversy remarkably reminiscent
of an issue with the 1870 census. There is currently a discussion to add a question to the 2020
census that asks about the citizenship status of the participant. There are wormes that, as one New
York Times reported states, that it could discourage undocumented immigrants from

participating in the census and causing an “undercount in areas of the country most heavily

populated by new immigrants.””*As observed, undercounts have the potential to cause great

' Miriam Jordan, “If Census Asks About Citizenship, Some Already Have an Answer: No Comment,” New York

Times. March 27, 2018
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to the nation, and '
harm special steps must be taken to ensure that does not ha ith
‘ ppen, either by

edicating resources to : |
d g wards getting an accurate answer or removing the quest;
stion entirely.
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