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Outline and ThemesOutline and Themes

• The “federal statistical system” serves a venerable 
and vital government function

• The 1787 Constitution created the platform of the 
system.

• The Constitution created two different types of 
statistical data collection and reporting: 
– the decennial census  
– the reports on government revenue and expenditures

• This presentation focuses primarily on the  Census 
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Understanding the Statistical Understanding the Statistical 
SystemSystem

• Origins of the Decentralized system
• How it is embedded in the larger political, 

social, economic and demographic situation 
of the US

• How it shapes and is shaped by the larger 
political, social, economic and demographic 
situation of the US
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Useful DistinctionsUseful Distinctions

• Survey Data:  Data collected for research or 
policy purposes only, usually sampled:  
CPS, SIPP, ACS

• Administrative Data:  Data collected for 
administrative functions and then reused or 
reorganized for statistical data analysis:  
state unemployment records; tax records, 
property records, medical records.
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Institutional History:  Three Institutional History:  Three 
Eras and the Current MomentEras and the Current Moment

• “Constituting” the system:  1780s
• Implementing the System in the long 19th

century, 1790-1900s.
• Twentieth century growth, maturation and 

coordination
• Our Challenge Today:  Twenty First 

Century?  
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I. Building the American I. Building the American 
StateState
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Article 1, Section 2, of the U.S. 
Constitution

• "Representatives and direct Taxes shall be 
apportioned among the several States which may 
be included within this Union, according to their 
respective Numbers….The actual Enumeration 
shall be made within three Years after the first 
Meeting of the Congress of the United States, and 
within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in 
such Manner as they shall by Law direct."
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Importance of the CensusImportance of the Census

• The United States was the first 
nation in the history of the world to 
take a population census and use it 
to allocate seats in a national 
assembly according to population.
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II.  Implementing the SystemII.  Implementing the System

• First census was taken in 1790.  
• The House of Representatives and Electoral 

College was first reapportioned in 1792
• Immediately, government officials and the 

general public recognized the significance 
of the new system or allocating 
representation. 
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Pitcher Commemorating the Pitcher Commemorating the 
1790 Census1790 Census
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Census Census 
PublicationsPublications
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Francis Edmonds, Francis Edmonds, Taking the Taking the 
CensusCensus, 1853, 1853
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““ The Great The Great 
Tribulation,Tribulation, ””
The Saturday The Saturday 
Evening Post, Evening Post, 

18601860
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First Reading of the First Reading of the 
Emancipation ProclamationEmancipation Proclamation



17

Importance of the CensusImportance of the Census

• The U.S. has had one of the most demographically 
dynamic and diverse populations in the history of 
the world.  

• The combination of the census as mechanism to 
adjust power and resources each decade, in 
conjunction with the demographic dynamism and 
diversity, made the census and the statistical 
system truly central to the functioning of the 
society and state
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From 3.9 million to 309 millionFrom 3.9 million to 309 million

• 13 states have become 50 states.

• House of Representatives grew from 65 to 435 
members.

• The average congressional district after the 2010 
Census will be larger than the total population of 
any of the original 13 states in 1790.

• Growth has been differential:  some states and 
local areas lose while others gain. 



Population Growth, 1790-2000
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Admitting States to the UnionAdmitting States to the Union
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Growth in the Size of the House Growth in the Size of the House 
of Representativesof Representatives
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The First Gerrymander, 1812The First Gerrymander, 1812
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New York State Population and New York State Population and 
House Delegation, 1790House Delegation, 1790--20102010
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Administrative History of the Administrative History of the 
Census, 1790Census, 1790--19021902

• From 1790 to 1902, a temporary agency in the 
Department of State or Interior.

• Until 1880 the US marshals and their assistants 
served as the field staff.

• Over the years, Congress added the collection of 
agricultural, manufacturing, mortality, disability 
statistics to the decennial.

• A very large administrative operation during the 
census period, but administrative discontinuity.

• Congress considered proposals for a permanent 
census office but did not act on them until 1902.
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MeanwhileMeanwhile……..

• The other constitutionally mandated “leg”
of the system developed.
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Economic StatisticsEconomic Statistics

• Article 1, Section 9:  “a regular Statement and 
Account of the Receipts and Expenditures of all 
public Money shall be published from time to 
time.”

• Article 2, Section 3: The President “shall from 
time to time give to the Congress Information of 
the State of the Union and recommend to their 
Consideration such Measures as he shall judge 
necessary and expedient.”
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ImplicationsImplications……..

• Administrative records of the revenue and 
expenditure of government would be 
collected and published, making it feasible 
to develop administrative statistics.

• The government would create an 
administrative structure to collect, analyze 
and publish the data.  
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The Treasury Department and The Treasury Department and 
Permanent Statistical OfficesPermanent Statistical Offices

• 1820: The Secretary of the Treasury began 
to prepare annual statistical accounts of the 
commerce of the US with foreign countries. 

• 1840-1860s:  Congress authorized hiring of 
clerks, regular publication of reports.
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The Treasury Department and The Treasury Department and 
Permanent Statistical OfficesPermanent Statistical Offices

• 1866, Bureau of Statistics established in the 
Treasury Department. 

• 1878, the Bureau of Statistics published the 
first edition of the Statistical Abstract of the 
United States.
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Statistical Agencies in other Statistical Agencies in other 
1919thth Century DepartmentsCentury Departments

• Agriculture Department:  1862
• Bureau of Education:  1867
• Bureau of Labor:  1884
• Immigration Statistics:  collected in the 

Treasury Department and State Department



At the Dawn of the Twentieth 
Century…

• The United States was recognized as a pioneer in 
statistical methodology and technology: machine 
tabulation of the census began in 1890.  

• Congress had been successfully reapportioned 12 
times, 46 states were in the union, and legislatures 
had learned to redistrict on the basis of geographic 
growth and change.

• Routine, reliable data poured out from federal 
statistical offices, guided policy development on 
the tariff and taxation, immigration policy, 
disability, labor relations, and many more areas.  



But….

• The statistical system was somewhat 
anarchic and duplicative. 

• And, many of the thornier issues of the 
Constitutional era continued to plague the 
statistical system.  

• The country had a “politics of population.”
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III. Twentieth CenturyIII. Twentieth Century

• By 1902, the Census Bureau was one of 
many statistical agencies.

• In 1903, with the organic act creating the 
Department Commerce and Labor, 
Congress mandated consolidation and 
coordination.

• It failed.  
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Coordination and the Politics 
of Population

• Theodore Roosevelt’s problem:  merging agencies 
with traditions of administrative data and survey 
data. 

• Herbert Hoover’s problem: the reapportionment 
battles of the 1920s, the only time in the history of 
the republic that Congress refused to reallocate 
House seats among the states on the basis of the 
census results.  

• Franklin Roosevelt’s problem: the Great 
Depression and measuring unemployment.  



37

Trying AgainTrying Again ……and Learning and Learning 
to Live with Decentralizationto Live with Decentralization

• Bureau of Efficiency, 1920s
• COGSIS, Committee on Government 

Statistics and Information Services, 1930s
• 1940:  Position of Chief Statistician created 

in the consolidation of the Bureau of the 
Budget (now OMB)

• 1942:  Federal Reports Act mandated 
“forms clearance.”
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Stuart A. Rice, first Director of Stuart A. Rice, first Director of 
Statistical StandardsStatistical Standards
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MeanwhileMeanwhile……
• The American economy and population continued 

to grow.
• The statistical sciences went through repeated 

revolutions in measurement techniques and theory 
in sampling and inferential statistics

• The computer revolution revolutionized the 
collection, analysis, and presentation of statistics

• The decentralized system build the National 
Income and Products Accounts, regular 
measurement of employment and unemployment, 
an array of new survey and administrative records 
data systems.
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The CensusThe Census

• 1890: introduced machine tabulation of the census 
results

• 1930s: introduced sampling to measure 
unemployment

• 1940:  introduced sampling into the decennial 
census

• 1940s:  first coverage measurement estimates
• 1950: introduced UNIVAC, computer processing 

of the census results
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Census..Census..

• 1960:  FOSDIC (film optic sensing device 
for input to computers) to replace 
keypunching

• 1960s: First PUMS files available
• 1970:  Mail census
• 1980s:  Building the TIGER/MAF system
• 2000s:  Introduction of ACS (American 

Community Survey)
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2020thth Century Census Century Census 
ControversiesControversies

• 1920s:  Failure to reapportion Congress on 
the basis of the 1920 Census results

• 1930s:  Counting the unemployed
• 1960s – present: Undercount measurement 
• Privacy and public trust:  1940, 1960s, 

2000.
• Cost:  ongoing!  
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Projected Changes in House Projected Changes in House 
Seats after 2010Seats after 2010

State
������
���	 �

2000 2010 +/-
Arizona 8 9 1
Florida 25 26 1
Georgia 13 14 1
Iowa 5 4 -1
Louisiana 7 6 -1
Massachusetts 10 9 -1
Michigan 9 8 -1
Nevada 3 4 1
New Jersey 13 12 -1
New York 29 28 -1
Ohio 18 17 -1
Pennsylvania 19 18 -1
Texas 32 35 3
Utah 3 4 1

Projected 
House Seats
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Congressional Apportionment and the Congressional Apportionment and the 
Cube Root of PopulationCube Root of Population
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Thank you.  For more Thank you.  For more 
informationinformation ……

Margo Anderson
History Department, University of 

Wisconsin Milwaukee
http://www.uwm.edu/~margo

margo@uwm.edu


