
Introduction to the Second Edition

Given the seven years that have passed since the last revision of this text,
my own thinking has changed about the chronology applied to the demo-
graphic history of the 20th century. It is now evident that the decade
of the 1960s for the United States, as well as for most of the world,
was a profound marker of change. The sudden decline in fertility that
occurred in the decade of the 1960s was considered at the time to be
a temporary phenomenon. But it is now evident from all the advanced
industrial societies that this new low-low fertility, as the demographers
are calling this change, is a permanent part of the posttransitional model
of demographic change for all advanced industrial societies. All the major
industrial states are now at or below replacement fertility, and most of
the developed world is quickly following their lead. The second factor
marking the decade of the 1960s as important was the change in immi-
gration laws in the United States, which again opened up the country
to a new era of international migration in the following decades, which
in turn led to Hispanics emerging as the largest minority in the country.
Thus, I have confined the postwar chapter to the period 1945–1970 and
have used the 1970 census as a terminal point, with some suggestions of
how changes which began in the late 1960s saw their full development in
the 1970s.

In dealing with these contemporary census and demographic materials,
I have decided to use the Bureau of the Census terminology of race and
ethnicity to indicate when populations are broken down by color and
origin – which means that I have adopted the post-1980 usage of Non-
Hispanic whites, blacks, Asians, American Indians, and Hispanics of any
color as the major categories in breaking down the national population.
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2 A Population History of the United States

This is the usage also given in all the relevant tables by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics
(CDC/NCHS). Given the as yet small percentage of the population who
list more than one race or ethnicity, I have confined my statistics on this
subject to those who listed only one such identity. Although I have used
the census of 2010 as my end date in this work, many of the data –
especially those relating to vital statistics – are from a few years before
this latest census because of the usual delay in publishing some of this
basic information. Where other data have as yet been analyzed for the
census, I have relied instead on the latest American Community Surveys
and Current Population Reports which now includes data from 2011.

Finally, there has been an outpouring of studies on the antebellum
paradox of declining nutrition of Americans in the 19th century and I
have revised the relevant sections to include this new material. Nothing
like this work has occurred in colonial demographic history – once a
very promising and important field – and relatively little research has
been devoted to other crucial areas of post-1800 demographic history.
Unfortunately, the historical profession in the United States has largely
abandoned this field to economists and demographers in its new concen-
tration on cultural history, which is a shame, given the enormous amount
of work that still needs to be done in this field.

In revising this text, I have come to rely on the wisdom and experience
of Campbell Gibson, who has aided me in profound ways in understand-
ing U.S. demographic history. Equally, Stanley Engerman, as usual, has
provided important support for my ongoing work in this area. Finally, I
owe a special thanks to Jan Sweeney, who revised the design of all my
graphs and tables for this second edition.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01598-2 - A Population History of the United States: Second Edition
Herbert S. Klein
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107015982
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Introduction to the First Edition

When my editor, Frank Smith, first suggested the need for this volume, I
was rather surprised. Were there not a dozen books on the demographic
history of the United States, I asked? No, he replied, not a one, and after
a systematic checking I found, to my astonishment, that he was quite
right. Most countries in Europe have several such volumes dedicated
to their population histories, and even many developing countries have
such histories. There were, of course, several important but partial general
studies that had been produced in the 20th century from Rossiter’s simple
statistical compilation (1909), to the full-scale surveys of Thompson and
Whelpton (1933) and Taeuber and Taeuber (1971). There were also
numerous long-term historical studies on aspects of demographic change,
especially related to fertility, but there was no one-volume synthesis that
covered the entire history of the United States. Despite the extraordinary
amount of research produced by individual scholars and even a recent
collection of essays on the subject edited by Haines and Steckel (2000),
no one had provided the general reader with a survey.

I myself had worked previously on some aspects of U.S. demographic
history, most specifically on slavery, the Atlantic slave trade, and Ital-
ian immigration, but most of my research and writing has been involved
with the demographic history of Latin America. Given this rather unusual
background, I thought that I might be able to provide a viewpoint that
was somewhat different from the usual approach, and I felt that I had
the skills to interpret the more technical work done by demographers,
economists, and sociologists for a broader audience. My aim in this book
is twofold: to report on the best of the current research and to summa-
rize the mass of quantitative materials that private persons and public
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4 A Population History of the United States

agencies have produced for understanding our society. Although few his-
torians have ventured into this area, except for the colonial and early
republican period, this is not an unworked field of research. Demogra-
phers, economists, and sociologists have devoted a great deal of time and
research to understanding the evolution of the national population in the
19th and 20th centuries and have generated a great many new insights
as well as new demographic materials. Even government demographers
have written about historical demography as they begin to work through
issues that are of contemporary concerns. There is thus a vast body of
readily available research and materials that can be used to understand
this history.

The demographic history of any country shares many characteristics
with other populations and their evolution. I have thus tried to show
both the commonality of patterns and changes that the population of the
United States shared with other nations, especially those of the North
Atlantic world, and also to examine those features that were unique to
its evolution. Although all modern industrial societies arrive at roughly
the same basic structures in the 21st century, they often took slightly
different routes to get there. In the case of the United States, the decline
of fertility before the fall of mortality, the existence from the beginning
of a multiracial society, and the ongoing impact of foreign immigration
have been among the special factors that have helped define some of the
unique features of the population history. In the following analysis I have
tried to show how these unique features modified the broad demographic
changes that all populations of the advanced industrializing countries
were experiencing in the past three centuries.

It also might be useful to define some of the terms and indices that I use
throughout the book. Demographic change is traditionally determined by
three major factors: the births, deaths, and in- and out-migration expe-
rienced by a given population. To measure these changes, demographers
have established a series of indices that are expressed in ratios – usually to
the resident population – and thus comparable across different size popu-
lations. In dealing with births, there are a host of measures that are used,
such as the total births in a given year as a ratio of the total population
in that same year. This is the so-called crude birth rate and is expressed
as births per 1,000 resident population. Given the constraints on human
fertility, a crude birth rate of 55 births per thousand resident midyear
population would be considered a very high rate. Today, the crude birth
rate in the United States is on the order of 14 per thousand resident pop-
ulation. But this crude rate is just one of many rates used to measure the
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Introduction to the First Edition 5

births in a population. There are a series of more refined rates that try to
take into account the fact that fertile women are the basic unit of analysis
and compare total births to women in, say, the ages of 15 to 49 years
or even the rate of infant girls born to these women in their fertile years.
Further refining estimates are created using the birth order, the age of the
mother at first and subsequent births, the spacing between children, and
so on. The more refined the ratio, the more carefully it reflects the actual
number of women who survive to produce female children and the better
it predicts the fertility changes that will occur in the current and future
generations. Given the poor quality of vital statistical registration in the
United States until the 20th century, most scholars use the very simple
crude rates generated from the census, the child–woman ratio, which is
the ratio of children listed in the census under 5 years of age to all women
in their fertile years of roughly 15 to 49 years of age (taken from the cen-
sus rather than from birth registrations), which they then use to estimate
the “total fertility rates.” These total fertility rates are usually calculated
directly as the sum of the ratios of the children born to women at each
fertile age (or group of ages) in a given period. This TFR is considered to
be the average number of births a hypothetical group of 1,000 women
would have had they experienced the rates observed for all women in a
given year. A second less common TFR can be calculated for a cohort of
women who have completed their fertility years.1 In the third world today
that total fertility rate could be as high as 6 or 7 children per women in
a given period of time while in most contemporary advanced industrial
societies that rate has currently fallen below the replacement level of 2.1
children.

Next in importance are the death rates, again with the crude death
rate being the most used until well into the 20th century. The “crude
death rate” is defined as the total number of people who died in a given
year as a ratio of the resident population in that year. Demographers
also have created a series of very refined death rates related to age, type
of disease, and other factors, all of which are more useful to determine
general movements in mortality than the crude death rate. One rate that
is a rather sensitive indicator of well-being and change is the “infant mor-
tality rate,” which calculates the number of infants dying before age 1 as
a ratio of all children born in that year. In many regions and districts of

1 All the total fertility numbers cited in this work are of the more common period type
rates.
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6 A Population History of the United States

the United States, this infant mortality rate has been calculated for pop-
ulations before the 20th century, and these numbers are often presented
here. In turn, the “child mortality ratio” is also a good indication of the
well-being of a population and is calculated from the number of children
dying before 5 years of age to the number born in a given year. More
recently, the infant mortality rates have included fetal deaths as well as
deaths by days and months after birth.

Once death rates have been established by sex for all ages, then a life
table can be constructed. From a life table, the probability of dying (or
surviving) between two specified ages, given the age-sex specific death
rates of a specified year, can then be calculated, which essentially predicts
the ratio of a given population at birth dying at each subsequent advancing
age. Normally when demographers say that life expectancy of a given
population is 45 years of age, it means that on average an individual is
expected to live to be 45 years of age if the mortality rates in the original
year remain constant. Such rates, of course, have not been constant over
the course of time, which will thus change the life expectancy of the given
individual to above or below the original estimated 45 years depending
on the direction of change. Like the infant mortality rate, this measure of
average life expectancy is much used today to compare world populations
in terms of health and well being. This number is often confused by many
people as meaning that few in a society with such a low life expectancy
reached old age. But it should be remembered that prior to the second
and third decades of the 20th century, the death rates among infants
and children were extremely high. This means that those who survived
to 5 years of age in any premodern society had an expectation of life
that would go well beyond the average life expectancy at birth. Thus, for
example, the white male life expectancy at birth in the United States in
1900 was 46 years of age; this at a time when infant and child mortality
was still high, with some 23% of the males dying before 5 years of age.
For those who survived to 5 years of age, their life expectancy increased
to 54 years of age. Those men who survived to 46 years of age in 1946
still had, on average, more than 20 years of life left.2 Thus a low average
life expectancy at birth in the pre-modern era did not mean that there was
not a significant number of persons in the population reaching advanced
ages.

2 Data taken from the 1900 U.S. life table found at the University of California, Berke-
ley, and Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research. Human Mortality Database.
Accessed at http://www.demog.berkeley.edu/wilmoth/mortality/.
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Introduction to the First Edition 7

To see if a population will grow or decline, one needs to know not only
the birth and death rates but also the rates of migration that this resident
population experiences. People can be lost by death and by migration and
if they leave their original homes in their fertile years, this will also have a
major impact on the reproductive potential of the remaining population.
Equally, the age and sex of the immigrants who enter the given population
in any year will influence their total numbers as well as their potential
growth rate. It is often the case in the North American experience that
immigrant women have higher rates of fertility and family size than do
the natives of the receiving society.

It should be stressed that social, cultural, and legal norms and institu-
tions that define marriage and the family will also have their impact on
demographic change. If births out of wedlock are seriously restricted by
the local population for religious or legal reasons, for example, then the
marital fertility rate (the birth rate in a given year only to women who
were legally married – thus ignoring children born outside of marriage)
will become the single most important factor in determining fertility. Thus
any changes in the age of marriage for women can influence potential fer-
tility, expanding or contracting it depending on the age women enter
marriage. Equally, married couples can practice birth control, so that
voluntary constraints on births can also occur. Demographers and histo-
rians have attempted to examine this question of voluntary constraints
indirectly by looking at the spacing between children and the age when
women terminate their childbearing. These measures in months and years
are often the only evidence we have before modern social surveys of the
late 20th century about voluntary controls over natality. There may also
be fundamental changes in norms and attitudes that profoundly influence
fertility and even mortality. In more recent times, for example, the family
no longer plays the dominant role it once played in controlling fertil-
ity as societies relax their attitudes toward out-of-wedlock births. Such
disparate factors as the costs of education or the increasing entrance of
young women into the labor force will also influence demographic vari-
ables. All these factors suggest that the demographic measures we use are,
in essence, constrained and influenced by a host of nondemographic atti-
tudes, institutions, and events. These nondemographic factors could range
from changes in the economy to religious beliefs, wars, ecological change,
government social welfare policies, or even housing availability and the
level of urbanization. But it is also true that, at times, the increasing
number of children or the declining level of mortality will influence non-
demographic institutions and force them to change. Employment, wages,
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8 A Population History of the United States

marriage partner availability, and even the cost of education immediately
come to mind as factors that are themselves influenced by demographic
change. Although most often demographic factors are what social scien-
tists call “dependent variables,” that is, they are influenced by nondemo-
graphic factors, at times they can also be causal or independent variables
and directly influence attitudes and institutions within the society itself.

In this work I have also tried to explore two major demographic models
and their applicability to the United States. The first is the movement that
Richard Easterlin has called the “Mortality Revolution,” which began
in the late 18th century and continued until the second half of the 20th
century and would profoundly influence all world population. The other
is the “Demographic Transition,” which resulted from this profound
change in mortality. The Mortality Revolution took some three centuries
to reach all the world’s populations. It meant that, for the first time in the
history of humanity, death rates stabilized and then began a long-term
decline for all ages, both causing more people to survive and reproduce
and increasing life expectancy for all age groups in all societies. The
Mortality Revolution resulted in increasing population pressure due to
the survival of ever larger numbers of persons. The response – the second
part of the Demographic Transition – was to relieve that pressure both
through out migration and voluntary fertility restraint. The “push” factor
for European migration to the Americas in the 19th and 20th centuries
and for Asian and Latin American populations in the late 20th and early
21st centuries was this population growth. In turn, voluntary population
restraint occurred in many, although not all, societies as a response to
increasing population pressure brought on by the Mortality Revolution.
In the classic Demographic Transition model it was England that first
responded to increasing population growth in the late 19th century by
forcing down the fertility rates, a pattern that occurred in China in the
second half of the 20th century and in Mexico by the beginning of the
current century. How the United States differed from this fairly common
model is also a theme that is dealt with in this survey.

Finally, I am concerned with the question of the demand for labor
and its influence in shaping the origins, distribution, structure, and status
of the national population. This constant in the history of the Americas
would define the origins and status of many migrants who arrived in this
hemisphere. In turn, I am also concerned with the spacial distribution
of this population. In this work the western frontier will be seen to play
a major role in the distribution of population as well as in influencing
demographic change. But the spacial distribution of the United States

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01598-2 - A Population History of the United States: Second Edition
Herbert S. Klein
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107015982
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Introduction to the First Edition 9

population involved its movement not only across the continent but also
from rural areas to urban centers. All modern societies since the trans-
port revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries have increasingly moved
toward creating ever-larger cities. In turn, the increasing industrializa-
tion of many societies and the growing mechanization of agriculture have
moved populations off the land and into these growing metropolises at
an ever more rapid pace. A major demographic theme from the 19th
century onward in the United States is this process of urbanization and
rural decline, a process that will eventually be repeated in most world
societies. But to this question of urbanization was added, in the 20th
century, the rather special North American patterns of ghettoization and
suburbanization, both of which were much influenced by the ethnic and
racial makeup of the national population.

Given the fact that few have ventured on this path before me, I have
had to determine the periodization used in this work. As historians will
realize, most of the chapters begin and end with major political or military
shifts in national history and tend to follow standard chronology for
historical texts. Sometimes major demographic shifts occurred at these
political turning points, and sometimes they did not. Often, as I followed
given demographic themes, several population characteristics changed at
different times and I found that these divisions in time served as reasonable
endpoints for some of these changes. Equally, much of the standard social
history materials tended to follow these breaks as well. That said, there
is a great deal of room for alternative groupings. One obvious alternative
scheme would be to treat 1790–1880 as one coherent unit, ignoring the
break of the Civil War, and organize another section going from 1880 to,
say, 1950. In both cases, these larger divisions would better incorporate
long-term trends in mortality and fertility but would do less well for
immigration, for example. Given the somewhat arbitrary nature of some
of these breaks, I have tried to compensate for this by providing the reader
with an appendix that covers major demographic indices over the entire
period.

I also made the decision to present all graphs timed to fit the dating in
each chapter. Occasionally, some graphs will exceed these limits in order
to emphasize a point or theme that preceded or followed this period. I
therefore decided to present a complete series of the most important data
in the Appendix tables so that readers who want to have a broader view
of given trends can refer to these graphs at any time. The notes to all
graphs and figures are given in short title format and the full citation can
be found in the Bibliography.
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10 A Population History of the United States

The research for this work was initially supported by a seed grant
from Institute for Social and Economic Research and Policy (ISERP) at
Columbia University. Major support was then obtained from the Hoover
Institution of Stanford University. I would like to thank Thomas Sowell
for sponsoring my application for a visiting fellowship at the Hoover
Institute during the academic year 2002–2003. Richard Sousa and John
Raisian at Hoover provided me with an excellent working environment,
which enabled me to complete this book. I was greatly assisted by the
Social Science Data Service staff of Stanford University Library, and
one of the greatest debts I owe is to the staffs of the U.S. agencies that have
made so much of their material freely available on the Internet. Since the
1990 census, the Census Bureau has maintained full online access to all
the census materials it is producing and to many of its recent special stud-
ies, which are often the best historical materials currently available. The
National Center of Health Statistics of the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) equally provides both contemporary and historical
vital statistics and allows easy access to its vast storehouse of information.
Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Gregory L. Armstrong of the CDC who
most kindly made available to me his data on infectious disease mortality
in the 20th century.

I owe a special debt to my editor and friend, Frank Smith, who pro-
posed this topic to me, provided bibliographic help along the way, and
remained enthusiastic about the whole enterprise until the end. Margo J.
Anderson, Myron Gutman, and Stanley Engerman each provided funda-
mental criticism for improving the manuscript. Daniel Schiffner helped
me to understand the literature on human genetics, and Alice Kessler-
Harris introduced me to the latest works on women and the family.
Dr. Judith Heiser Schiffner patiently explained to me issues related to
disease and to medicine in general, and her love for all things historic
created a wonderful environment for writing this book.

I would also like to thank Campbell Gibson, Richard H. Steckel and
Dennis Hodgson for helping me correct errors which appeared in the first
printing.

Menlo Park July 2003
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