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Statistics and emotions do not 
generally coincide, but the 
innocuous looking documents 

titled working papers numbers 56 
and 76 from the U.S. Census Bureau 
contain a chilling reminder of the 
early decades in our national and state 
history. The plain blue covers and 
inexpensive binding display lengthy 
titles generally refl ective of research 
tomes, Historical Census Statistics on 
Population Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, 
and by Hispanic Origin, 1790 to 1990.

The working papers, wri  en 
and compiled by one of the Census 
Bureau’s talented and knowledgeable 
statisticians, Campbell Gibson, 
provide us with two important 
historical documents.1,2 These 
documents comprise a numerical 
history lesson, documenting the 
changing structure of race in our 
states and larger cities since the 
fi rst census of the United States 
was conducted, as constitutionally 
mandated, in 1790.

A Compelling Reminder of 
American History
In 21st century America, we are far 
removed from the ways of life of the 
founding Americans. But one look 
at a simple table reveals how people 

living in the United States of America 
were counted by federal offi  cials. 
It also serves as an uncomforting 
reminder of the ways we were then 
able to defi ne human beings as being 
free or slave and in later decades, 
a  empting to numerically defi ne how 
black a person was if their lineage 
was of mixed races. While Indiana has 
off ered hope to African Americans, 
some believe that the latest census in 
2000 harkened back to those times by 
including the new option for checking 
all races that apply, again bringing up 
the question of how much of a race 
someone is with a numbing array 
of 164 racial combinations being 
possible.

As we can see in Table 1, the black 
or African American population 
prior to the Civil War was counted 
specifi cally by census takers in three 
ways. First, it was determined if the 
persons were black (or negro in the 
terminology of the times). Then, 
those persons were determined to be 
either free or slave. It is important to 
note here that such questions were 
not asked of the individuals and 
this is true even today. Rather, the 
question was posed to the head of the 
household. The head of the household 
told the census taker how many 

people were part of his household 
(since generally it was a male to 
whom the census taker turned for 
responses) and to indicate what their 
status was—wife, child, other relation, 
or slave. In the case of so-termed free 
blacks, the head of their household 
was interviewed by the census taker, 
unless they were workers living on a 
householder’s land.

Defi ning Black 
The American decennial census has 
long been a mirror of the society it 
counts and since race questions have 
changed with almost every census 
during our history, we can see the way 
America continues to grapple with the 
issue of race.

In the early censuses of 1790 to 
1840, the term negro was the only 
racial identifi er for blacks, with the 
concept of being free or slave as an 
additional characteristic. However, 
in later censuses, as Gibson writes, 
“enumerators were instructed to 
identify Mula  oes (and Quadroons 
and Octoroons in 1890) among the 
Black population.” Since, as the author 
further notes, such delineations were 
of dubious accuracy, they were not 
included in the reports cited here. 
Indeed, over much of this country’s 
history of defi ning race, the issue of 
who is black became a mathematical 
formula, once based on the notion 
that each person consists of 128 parts 
and the combination of white and 
black in those parts would determine 
how much a negro someone was and 
ergo, such terminology as mula  o or 
quadroon.

Black and White Population 
Trends in Indiana
While Indiana has been home to 
African Americans since the time of 
the Indiana territory (which under the 
1787 Northwest Territory Ordinance 
was free), the state had few blacks 
who were counted as slaves; by 1830 
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Table 1
Black Population Prior to the Civil War, as Counted by the Census

Indiana Midwest* United States

Year Total Free Slave Total Free Slave Total Free Slave

1860 11,428 11,428 0 184,239 69,291 114,948 4,441,830 488,070 3,953,760

1850 11,262 11,262 0 135,607 48,185 87,422 3,638,808 434,495 3,204,313

1840 7,168 7,165 3 89,347 30,743 58,604 2,873,648 386,293 2,487,355

1830 3,632 3,629 3 41,543 15,664 25,879 2,328,642 319,599 2,009,043

1820 1,420 1,230 190 18,260 6,931 11,329 1,771,656 233,634 1,538,022

1810 630 393 237 6,934 3,630 3,304 1,377,808 186,446 1,191,362

1800 115 87 28 635 500 135 1,002,037 108,435 893,602

1790 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 757,208 59,527 697,681

* The Midwest includes Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Michigan, Missouri, Ohio, and Wisconsin
Source: IBRC, using U.S. Census Bureau data
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and 1840, only three such individuals 
were counted in the entire state. 
Indiana historians indicate that many 
black pioneers se  ling in Indiana 
were farmers from Virginia and North 
Carolina, likely fl eeing subjugation in 
those states.3 By the time of the Civil 
War, no slaves were enumerated in 
the Hoosier State. The same cannot be 
said for the United States as a whole, 
in which the vast majority of blacks 
were slaves—nearly four million were 
counted just prior to the war. Between 
1800 and 1860, a majority of blacks 

were also enslaved in the Midwestern 
states (see Figure 1). 

However, lest we believe Indiana 
was immune to these issues, the 
Indiana Constitution of 1851 had 
an exclusionary clause (Article 13) 
that restricted blacks from se  ling in 
Indiana (invalidated in 1866).4 We see 
direct evidence of this in the census 
counts. The black population in 
Indiana was more than doubling each 
decade between 1820 and 1850 by 
the addition of at least 2,000 persons. 
Suddenly, between 1850 and 1860, 

there was growth of only 200 black 
persons.

Post-Civil War Trends
Indiana’s black population growth 
was slow but steady during the 
decades a  er the war. African 
Americans continued to se  le in 
Indiana throughout the 1900s, with 
growth rates in percentage terms 
consistently higher than those of 
whites (see Figure 2). The exception 
was the time period between 1900 and 
1910, when the growth in population 

Figure 1
Slave Population as a Percent of the Total Black Population Prior to the Civil War
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Figure 2 
Percent Change in Black and White Populations in Indiana, 1900 to 2000

*Census 2000 fi gures are based on those reporting one race only
Source: IBRC, using U.S. Census Bureau data
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was 7.4 percent for whites and only 
4.9 percent for blacks.

By 1930, the count of African 
Americans moved past the 100,000 
person mark, and by 1960, there were 
269,000 counted as residents. This 
1960 count nearly doubled by Census 
2000, to more than 500,000 blacks (see 
Figure 3).

Mostly Urban
While early African American 
se  lers were predominantly farmers, 
the greatest population growth of 
this group over time was in the 
urban areas of the state. Between 
censuses, the percentage growth of 
seven of Indiana’s largest cities and 
towns (as included in the Census 
Bureau publication cited) was o  en 
considerable. 

Some examples include the 
1,402 percent increase in the black 
population of Evansville between 1860 
and 1870 and a 1,284 percent increase 
in the black population of the new 
city of Gary between 1910 and 1920, 
driven largely by the new steel mills 
in that part of the state (see Table 2). 
New Albany, on the other hand, was 
the only one of these seven large cities 
to lose black population prior to the 
1990 Census. Between 1910 and 1940, 
a period of signifi cant migration of 
blacks to more northern industrial 
areas, New Albany lost hundreds of 
blacks each year, although its African 
American population has been 
relatively consistent with between 
1,200 and 2,200 people. Indianapolis 
has the largest African American 
population in the state, with more 
than 200,000 counted in Census 2000.

Conclusion
Census data help us to quantify 
our population and are refl ective 
of societal trends in our country, 
states, and communities. However, 
while the numbers provide us with 
indications of the eff ects of our 
customs and laws as enforced at the 
time, we must explore further into our 

own experiences and the research of 
historians to gain deeper insights. 
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Figure 3 
Indiana’s Black Population, 1800 to 2000

*Census 2000 fi gures are based on those reporting one race only
Source: IBRC, using U.S. Census Bureau data

Table 2
Percent Change in Black Population, Early 1800s to 1990

Year Evansville Fort Wayne Gary Hammond Indianapolis New Albany South Bend

1990 4 16 -13 29 8 17 10

1980 14 32 16 28 14 4 13

1970 9 62 34 92 37 11 37

1960 10 124 76 111 54 28 59

1950 24 107 92 81 25 6 129

1940 5 7 14 2 16 -5 4

1930 2 62 238 355 27 -11 170

1920 2 154 1,284 243 59 -9 110

1910 -17 107 n/a 135 37 -17 6

1900 35 27 n/a 143 74 0 104

1890 105 75 n/a n/a 40 42 31

1880 90 377 n/a n/a 122 12 193

1870 1,402 n/a n/a n/a 489 90 7

1860 20 n/a n/a n/a 23 59 278

1850 n/a n/a n/a n/a 232 78 n/a

1840 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 116 n/a

Source: IBRC, using U.S. Census Bureau data


