
Census Humor

A person of Spanish ancestry, 
a person of Spanish origin, 
and a person of Spanish surname
walk into a bar…





“Hispanics” in the U.S. 
• Spanish-American; Spanish Colonial; Hispano 

– 16th Century
– Florida
– New Mexico, then California and Texas
– Lived in territory that came under U.S. flag



“Hispanics” in the U.S. 
• Mexican Americans

– Immigrants from Mexico and descendants

• descendants of:
– Original “Hispanic” residents

• Other immigrants and descendants 

• Race?  
– Racial mixture of European colonizers and indigenous 
residents



Census 2000 – Hispanic or Latino origin
• Hispanic or Latino categories

– Mexican
– Puerto Rican
– Cuban
– Other Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino

• Origin
– Heritage
– Nationality group
– Lineage
– Country of birth of the person or the person’s parents or ancestors 
before their arrival in the U.S. 

• Can be of any race



42%

48%



Nativity
• 1850-current
• Data on immigrants

Parentage
• 1880-1970
• Data on children of immigrants



Mother tongue
• 1910 & 1920 – foreign white stock*
• 1930 – foreign-born white
• 1940 – total white population
• 1950 – no question
• 1960 – total foreign-born
• 1970 – total population

* foreign-born white or native white of foreign or mixed parentage



1850 - 1920
• Nativity

– Immigrants

• Parentage
– Children of immigrants

• Mother tongue
– Foreign white stock only



1930 - Mexican (race)
• First indicator 

• “All persons born in Mexico, or having 
parents born in Mexico, and definitely not 
white, Negro, Indian, Chinese, or Japanese.”



1930 – Mexican (race)
• Problems

– 1st & 2nd generations
– Hispanics can be U.S. citizens and U.S.-
born children of U.S.-born parents
– Rule applies to citizens of Mexico
– Many did not want to be identified as 
“Mexicans”



1930 – Mexican (race)
• Problems – cont’d

– Birth/parentage ≈ Race?
– Judgment of enumerator
– Mexican ≠ white
– Protests & litigation 

• e.g. pressure from the League of United 
Latin American Citizens (founded in 1929)



1940 – Spanish mother tongue

• Mexican race category eliminated

• Spanish mother tongue 
– 5% sample
– total white population 
– relatively few individuals of Spanish mother 

tongue who were not white



1950 - Puerto Ricans
• Puerto Rican birth or parentage

– essentially immigrants and their children

• 20% sample
• Data presented:

– Continental United States
– New York State
– New York City



1950 - Spanish surname
• Last names of white persons compared 
to list of ~6,000 Spanish surnames 

– Arizona
– California
– Colorado
– New Mexico
– Texas

• 5% sample



1950 - Spanish surname
• Problems

– Europeans (e.g. Italians, Portuguese, 
Irish, etc.) 
– Intermarriage



1960 - Puerto Ricans
• Puerto Rican birth or parentage

– essentially immigrants and their children

• 25% sample
• Data presented:

– Continental United States
– States with PR population 25,000+
– SMSAs with total population 250,000+ 
and PR population 25,000+



1960 – Spanish surname
• Five southwestern states
• 5 % sample
• ~7,000 Spanish surnames on list



1970 Census
First effort at 

self-identification



1970 Census
Late 1960s

• Mexican-American leaders contest

– Inter-Agency Committee on Mexican American 
Affairs
– Current Census methods inadequate
– Requested inclusion of self-identification item



1970 Census
Late 1960s

• Census resists
– Current methods more valid than self-
identification
– Request for 109 million short form & 26 million 
long form questionnaires already sent to printers
– Untested question 



1970 Census
• White House intervenes

– Instructs Census to include self-identification

• Census responds
– Too many “100%” short forms printed
– “5%” sample forms destroyed & reprinted



1970 - Puerto Ricans

• Puerto Rican birth or parentage
– essentially migrants and their children 

• 15% sample
• Data presented:

– United States and every state
– Selected SMSAs and cities



1970 – Spanish surname
• Five southwestern states
• 5% sample
• ~8,000 Spanish surnames on list



1970 - Spanish language
• 15% sample

• Based on question of mother tongue
• Spanish language comprises:

– persons of Spanish mother tongue
– all persons in families where head or wife 
reported Spanish as mother tongue



1970 - Spanish heritage
• 15% sample
• Five southwestern states

– Spanish language and/or Spanish surname

• New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania
– Puerto Rican birth or parentage

• Elsewhere
– Spanish language



1970 - Spanish heritage
United States:

Arizona, California, Colorado, New Mexico, Texas:

New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania:

All other states:  



1970 – Spanish origin

• 5% sample

• Self-identification by respondent



1970 – Summary
United States population:
• Spanish language: 9,589,216

• Spanish origin: 9,072,602

• Spanish heritage: 9,294,509
– Spanish language or surname
– Puerto Rican birth or parentage
– Spanish language



1970 – Summary
• Colorado (for example)

– Spanish surname: 245,390

– Spanish language: 255,994

– Spanish heritage: 286,467

– Spanish origin: 255,506



1970 – Summary
• New York City

– Puerto Rican birth or parentage: 811,843
• released first

– Puerto Rican origin: 846,731
• released much later



1970 – Analysis
• Spanish origin question considered best

– Most consistent
– Self-determined
– Distinguished among Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, 
Cubans, etc.
– Applied to all respondents regardless of nativity 
or parentage



1970 – Analysis
• Problems

– Self-identification used only on 5% sample
– Large rate of non-respondents, many of whom 
were non-Hispanics
– Many non-Hispanic residents in the central or 
southern U.S. identified as Hispanics



1970 – Analysis

• Problems

– Mailout-mailback procedure problematic for many 
housing arrangements

– Spanish instructions and questionnaires available in 
only 14 of 212 Census districts (6.6%)

– Inadequate number of bilingual enumerators 



1970 – Analysis

• Problems

– Undercounts reported by:
• Mexican American Population Commission
• U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
• National Urban League
• National Council of La Raza



1970 – Analysis

• Problems

– March 1973 Current Population Survey
• 17% increase in Spanish-origin population
• 40% increase in Mexican American population



1976
• Congress passes P.L. 93-311

– to improve and expand methods of collecting statistics on the 
American Spanish-origin or descent population.

• Includes:
– Dept. of Labor
– Dept. of Commerce (includes Census)
– Dept. of Health, Education, and Welfare
– Dept. of Agriculture
– Office of Management and Budget



1976
Census required to: 

• undertake a study to determine steps necessary to 
develop creditable estimates of future undercounts

• produce Spanish language questionnaires and use 
bilingual enumerators

• Implement an affirmative action program to hire 
Spanish-origin or descent personnel



1977

Directive No. 15:
“Race and Ethnic Standards for Federal 
Statistics and Administrative Reporting”

http://wonder.cdc.gov/wonder/help/populations/bridged-race/Directive15.html


1977

• Four race categories
– White
– Black
– Asian or Pacific Islander
– American Indian or Alaska Native’
– (Census also added “Other”)

• One ethnic category
– Hispanic origin



1980 - Spanish/Hispanic origin

• 100% (short) form

• Follows race, age, 
marital status



1990 – Spanish/Hispanic origin

• 100% (short) form 

• Follows race, age, 
marital status



Historical Census Statistics on Population Totals By Race, 1790 to 1990, and By Hispanic 
Origin, 1790 to 1990, For The United States, Regions, Divisions, and States, by Campbell 
Gibson and Kay Jung
September 2002, Working Paper Series No. 56
http://www.census.gov/population/documentation/twps0056/twps0056.pdf Hispanics

Language Origin

http://www.census.gov/population/documentation/twps0056/twps0056.pdf


1997 - Revision to OMB Directive 15



2000 – Hispanic/Latino origin

• 100% (short) form 

• Immediately precedes 
race

• Respondents asked to 
answer BOTH



American Community Survey

• Immediately precedes race

• Respondents asked to answer BOTH



12.5%



American Community Survey
• Caution

14.5%



2005 Population Estimates

14.4%



1997 - Revision to OMB Directive 15

• Discussion:

– Marking “Hispanic” AND “Not-Hispanic”
• Deserves further research

– Arab or Middle Eastern ethnic category?
• Deserves further research

– Cape Verdean ethnic category?  
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