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This is the first full-scale, one-volume survey of the demographic history of the
United States. From the arrival of humans in the Western Hemisphere to the
current century, Klein analyzes the basic demographic trends in the growth of
the preconquest, colonial, and national populations. He surveys the origin
and distribution of the Native Americans, the postconquest free and servile
European and African colonial populations, and the variation in regional pat-
terns of fertility and mortality until 1800. He then explores trends in births,
deaths, and international and internal migrations during the 19th century, and
compares them with contemporary European developments. The profound im-
pact of historic declines in disease and mortality rates on the structure of the
late-20th-century population is explained. The unusual patterns of recent ur-
banization and the rise of suburbia in the late 20th century are examined along
with the renewed impact of new massive international migrations on North
American society. Finally the late-20th-century changes in family structure,
fertility, and mortality are evaluated for their influence on the evolution of the
national population for the 21st century and compared with trends in other
postdemographic-transition advanced industrial societies in Europe and Asia.

Herbert S. Klein is the Gouverneur Morris Professor of History, Columbia Uni-
versity, and Research Fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University. He
is the author of numerous books, including The Atlantic Slave Trade (Cambridge,
1999) and A Concise History of Bolivia (Cambridge, 2003). He also coedited
The Transatlantic Slave Trade: 1562–1867: A Database (Cambridge, 2000) with
David Eltis, Stephen D. Behrendt, and David Richardson.

i



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

ii



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

A P o p u l a t i o n

H i s t o r y o f t h e

U n i t e d S t a t e s

Herbert S. Klein
Columbia University

iii



cambridge university press
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge cb2 2ru, UK

First published in print format 

isbn-13    978-0-521-78268-5

isbn-13    978-0-521-78810-6

isbn-13    978-0-511-18685-1

© Herbert S. Klein 2004

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521782685

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provision of
relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take place
without the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

isbn-10    0-511-18685-1

isbn-10    0-521-78268-6

isbn-10    0-521-78810-2

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of urls
for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication, and does not
guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org

hardback

paperback

paperback

eBook (EBL)

eBook (EBL)

hardback

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521782685
http://www.cambridge.org


P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

To

Stanley M. Elkins,
who first taught me to think critically about the

history of the United States

v



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

vi



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

Contents

Graphs, Maps, and Tables page ix

Introduction 1

1 Paleo–Indians, Europeans, and the Settlement of
America 10

2 Colonization and Settlement of North America 37

3 The Early Republic to 1860 69

4 The Creation of an Industrial and Urban Society,
1860–1914 107

5 The Evolution of a Modern Population, 1914–1945 145

6 The Baby Boom and Changing Family Values,
1945–1980 174

7 A Modern Industrial Society, 1980–2003 207

Appendix Tables, Graphs, and Maps 239

Bibliography 267

Index 287

vii



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

viii



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

Graphs, Maps, and Tables

Graphs

2.1: Relative Share of Total American Population by British
Colonies, 1620–1770. page 45

2.2: Relative Share of Slaves, Convicts, Indentured
Servants, and Free Persons among Immigrants Arriving
to British North America, 1607–1819. 48

2.3: Estimated Net Migration to and from the Regions of
North America by Decade, 1620–1780. 59

2.4: Relative Share of British North American Population by
Region by Decade, 1610–1790. 60

2.5: Changing Share of New England Population by Colony,
1700–1790. 61

2.6: Changing Share of Middle Atlantic Population by
Colony, 1700–1790. 61

2.7: Changing Share of Southern Population by Colony,
1700–1790. 62

2.8: Estimated Population of the British Colonies in
America in 1775. 67

3.1: United States and European Country Populations in
1820. 74

3.2: Original Lands in 1790 and Later Conquests/Purchases
to 1853. 74

3.3: Total Fertility Rate for France, England, and the United
States, 1750–1860. 78

3.4: Stylized Model of the Demographic Transition. 79

ix



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

x GRAPHS, MAPS, AND TABLES

3.5: Fertility Index of U.S. Regions, 1800–1860. 82
3.6: Percentage Distribution of the Free Colored Population

by Region, 1790–1860. 88
3.7: Declining Importance of Population in the Original

Thirteen Colonies, 1790–1860. 89
3.8: Annual Immigration to the United States, 1821–1900. 97
3.9: Trade Balance and Value of U.S. Exports and Imports,

1790–1860. 99
3.10: Annual Rate of Growth of Total Gross National Product

and Gross National Product per Capita in 1860 Dollars. 100
3.11: Life Expectancy at Ages 20 and 30 Years of Age for Men

and Women, 1750–1889. 103
3.12: Infant Mortality in Norway and the United States in the

19th Century. 104
3.13: Changing Heights of Americans, 1794–1931 (in

Centimeters) by Birth Cohorts. 105
4.1: Crude Birth Rate for White Population, 1855–1914. 109
4.2: Life Expectancy of Whites and Blacks in Years,

1800–1910. 115
4.3: Infant Mortality of Whites and Blacks, 1850–1910. 116
4.4: Foreign- and Native-Born Total Fertility per Woman in

Massachusetts for Cohorts Born 1830–1890. 119
4.5: Crude Birth Rates of Whites and Blacks, 1800–1910. 120
4.6: Total Fertility Rate of U.S. White Women Compared to

Select European Countries, 1855–1910. 121
4.7: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1870. 127
4.8: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1900. 128
4.9: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1910. 129

4.10: Share of European Immigration by American Receiving
Country by Quinquenium, 1821–1911. 130

4.11: Origins of Arriving Immigrants to the United States,
1821–1920. 131

4.12: Age Pyramid of the Foreign-Born Population in 1880. 132
4.13: Age Pyramid of the Foreign-Born Population in 1910. 133
4.14: Relative Share of Total Population by Division,

1860–1910. 135



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

GRAPHS, MAPS, AND TABLES xi

4.15: Percentage of the Population That Was Urban by
Region, 1860–1910. 136

4.16: Per Annum Growth of Regions, 1860–1910. 139
5.1: Death Rates of Infants Under 1 Year of Age and Deaths

of Children 1 to 4, 1900–1945. 147
5.2: Mortality Rate for Diarrhea, Enteritis, and Ulceration of

the Intestines, 1900–1931. 147
5.3: Changing Mortality by Age, 1900, 1945, and 1970. 148
5.4: The Ten Leading Causes of Death as a Percentage of All

Deaths: United States, 1900. 149
5.5: The Ten Leading Causes of Death as a Percentage of All

Deaths: United States, 1914. 150
5.6: The Ten Leading Causes of Death as a Percentage of All

Deaths: United States, 1945. 150
5.7: Male and Female Life Expectancy, 1914–1945. 151
5.8: Male and Female Life Expectancy by Race, 1914–1945. 154
5.9: Index of Change in Mortality by Age Group,

1914–1945. 155
5.10: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population,

1914–1945. 157
5.11: Crude Birth Rate by Race, 1909–1945. 159
5.12: Fertility Ratio for White Population by Origin,

1875–1929. 163
5.13: Annual Arrival of Immigrants to the United States,

1900–1945. 165
5.14: Distribution of the Black Population by Region,

1900–1950. 168
5.15: Percentage Urban by Geographic Division, 1910–1940. 170
5.16: Changes in the Relative Share of the Regions in the

Populations of the United States, 1910–1940. 171
5.17: Per Capita Gross National Product, 1914–1945. 172
6.1: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population,

1935–1980. 177
6.2: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1940. 179
6.3: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1950. 180
6.4: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1960. 180



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

xii GRAPHS, MAPS, AND TABLES

6.5: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1970. 181
6.6: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1980. 182
6.7: Marital Status of Persons 15 Years or Older, 1900–1990

Census. 184
6.8: Ratio of Adults in the Labor Force by Gender,

1948–2002. 185
6.9: Mortality from Nine Infectious Diseases by Age Group,

1935–1980. 189
6.10: Changes in the Relative Share of the Population by

Regions of the United States, 1940–1980. 195
6.11: Percentage of Urban Population by Region, 1950–1980. 201
7.1: Changing Nature of Households, 1950–2000. 210
7.2: Changing Nature of Families with Children, 1950–2000. 211
7.3: Total Fertility by Race and Ethnicity, 1990–2001. 214
7.4: Total Fertility among Hispanics, 1989–2000. 215
7.5: Ratio of Illegitimate Births to All Births by Race,

1950–2000. 215
7.6: Ratio of Married Couples with Husband-Only Working

by Age of Children, 1986–2000. 217
7.7: Abortion Rate by Race, 1975–1997. 220
7.8: Average Annual Immigration to the United States by

Decade, 1820–2000. 226
7.9: Population Change for Metropolitan Areas and Their

Subdivisions between 1999 and 2000. 231
7.10: Population Change for Metropolitan Areas and Their

Subdivisions between 2000 and 2001. 231
7.11: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1990. 235
7.12: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 2000. 235
A.1: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population,

1800–1998. 258
A.2: Crude Birth Rate by Race, 1909–2000. 258
A.3: Percentage of Births to Unmarried Women by Race and

Ethnicity, 1940–2000. 259
A.4: Age-Adjusted Mortality Rate by Sex and Race, 1900–

1991. 259



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

GRAPHS, MAPS, AND TABLES xiii

A.5: Maternal Mortality by Race, 1915–1992. 260
A.6: Life Expectancy of White Population at Selected Ages,

1900–1970. 260
A.7: Average Annual Immigration to the United States by

Decade, 1820–2000. 261
A.8: Legal Immigration Arrivals to the United States,

1945–2000. 261
A.9: Projections of Population Growth of United States,

2005–2050. 262

Maps

1.1: Distribution of Indian Nations in the 15th Century. 22
3.1: Admission Dates of States of Territorial Boundaries. 75
3.2: Mean Center of Population for the United States,

1790–2000. 92
4.1: Net Migration by State, 1870–1880 (Census Survival

Rate Estimate). 137
4.2: Net Migration by State, 1900–1910 (Census Survival

Rate Estimate). 138
6.1: Ratio of Resident State Population Born in Another

State, 1960. 196
6.2: Ratio of Resident State Population Born in Another

State, 1970. 197
6.3: Ratio of Resident State Population Born in Another

State, 1980. 198
6.4: Ratio of Foreign Born by State, 1980. 200
7.1: Ratio of Foreign Born by State, 2000. 228
7.2: Ratio of Native-Born Resident State Population Born in

Another State, 2000. 230
A.1: Projected Annual Rate of Natural Increase per 1,000

Population 1995–2025. 263
A.2: Percentage of Total State Population 65 Years and Over,

1995. 264
A.3: Percentage of Total State Population 65 Years and Over,

2025. 265



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-FM CB666-Klein-v4 January 19, 2004 12:4

xiv GRAPHS, MAPS, AND TABLES

Tables

A.1: Population of the United States by Region, Division,
and State, 1790–2000. 240

A.2: Race and Hispanic Origin in the United States, 1790 to
2000. 247

A.3: Population by Race and Hispanic or Latino Origin for
the United States (Regions, Divisions, and States) and
for Puerto Rico, 2000. 249

A.4: Census Bureau Projections of Total Population and Net
Change for States, 1995–2025. 253

A.5: Percentage Distribution of Projected Households by
Type, 2001–2010, Series 1, 2, and 3. 256



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-INT CB666-Klein-v4 January 13, 2004 11:52

Introduction

When my editor, Frank Smith, first suggested the need for this vol-
ume, I was rather surprised. Were there not a dozen books on the de-
mographic 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 de-
veloping 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 re-
lated 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 re-
cent 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. demo-
graphic history, most specifically on slavery, the Atlantic slave trade,
and Italian 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 tech-
nical work done by demographers, economists, and sociologists for a

1
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2 A POPULATION HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

broader audience. My aim in this book is twofold: to report on the
best of the current research and to summarize the mass of quanti-
tative materials that private persons and public agencies have pro-
duced for understanding our society. Although few historians have
ventured into this area, except for the colonial and early republi-
can period, this is not an unworked field of research. Demographers,
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 de-
mographers 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 characteris-
tics with other populations and their evolution. I have thus tried to
show both the commonality of patterns and changes that the popula-
tion 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 soci-
eties 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 spe-
cial 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 experienced 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
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comparable across different size populations.1 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 popu-
lation would be considered a very high rate. Today, the crude birth
rate in the United States is on the order of 14 per thousand resi-
dent population. But this crude rate is just one of many rates used
to measure the births in a population. There are a series of more re-
fined 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 sub-
sequent births, the spacing between children, and so on. The more
refined the ratio, the more carefully it 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 ra-
tio, 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 census rather than from birth registrations),
which they then use to estimate the “total fertility rates.” These are
the total number of children produced by an average women from
the given population over the course of her childbearing years. In
developing countries today, that total fertility rate could be as high
as six or seven children per woman who has completed her fertil-
ity, whereas in contemporary advanced industrial societies, that rate
usually falls below the replacement level of 2.1 children.

1 The standard manual that defines all of these various measures is Henry S.
Shryock, Jacob S. Siegel and Associates, The Methods and Materials of Demog-
raphy (New York: Academic Press, 1976).
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4 A POPULATION HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

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. Demog-
raphers 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 mortality 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 the United States, this infant
mortality rate has been calculated for populations 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 be-
fore 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 for all ages, then a life
table can be constructed, 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 half the population born
in, say, 1850 will survive to the age of 45 years in 1895. Like the in-
fant 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 chil-
dren 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 mor-
tality was still high, with some 23% of the males dying before 5 years
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of age. For those who survived to 5 years of age, their life expectancy
increased to 54 years of age. The half of the 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.

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 in-
stitutions that define marriage and the family will also have their
impact on demographic change. If births out of wedlock are seri-
ously 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 chil-
dren born outside of marriage) will become the single most impor-
tant factor in determining fertility. Thus any changes in the age of
marriage for women can influence potential fertility, expanding or
contracting it depending on the age women enter marriage. Equally,
married couples can practice birth control, so that voluntary con-
straints on births can also occur. Demographers and historians have
attempted to examine this question of voluntary constraints indi-
rectly by looking at the spacing between children and the age when
women terminate their childbearing. These measures in months and

2 Data taken from the 1900 U.S. life table found at the University of California,
Berkeley, and Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research. Human Mortality
Database. Accessed at http://www.demog.berkeley.edu/wilmoth/mortality/.
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years are often the only evidence we have before modern social sur-
veys of the late 20th century about voluntary controls over natal-
ity. There may also be fundamental changes in norms and attitudes
that profoundly influence fertility and even mortality. In more re-
cent times, for example, the family no longer plays the dominant
role it once played in controlling fertility as societies relax their at-
titudes 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 variables. All these
factors suggest that the demographic measures we use are, in essence,
constrained and influenced by a host of nondemographic attitudes,
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 avail-
ability and the level of urbanization. But it is also true that, at times,
the increasing number of children or the declining level of mortal-
ity will influence nondemographic institutions and force them to
change. Employment, wages, marriage partner availability, and even
the cost of education immediately come to mind as factors that are
themselves influenced by demographic change. Although most of-
ten demographic factors are what social scientists call “dependent
variables,” that is, they are influenced by nondemographic 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 Revo-
lution,” 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 Mor-
tality Revolution took some three centuries to reach all the world’s
populations. It meant that, for the first time in the history of human-
ity, death rates stabilized and then began a long-term decline for all
ages, both causing more people to survive and reproduce and increas-
ing life expectancy for all age groups in all societies. The Mortality
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Revolution resulted in increasing population pressure due to the sur-
vival 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 Transi-
tion model it was England that first responded to increasing popu-
lation 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 fron-
tier will be seen to play a major role in the distribution of population
as well as in influencing demographic change. But the spacial distri-
bution of the United States population involved its movement not
only across the continent but also from rural areas to urban centers.
All modern societies since the transport revolutions of the 18th and
19th centuries have increasingly moved toward creating ever-larger
cities. In turn, the increasing industrialization 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 on-
ward in the United States is this process of urbanization and rural
decline, a process that will eventually be repeated in most world soci-
eties. But to this question of urbanization was added, in the 20th cen-
tury, the rather special North American patterns of ghettoization and
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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 his-
torians will realize, most of the chapters begin and end with major
political or military shifts in national history and tend to follow stan-
dard 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 pop-
ulation 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 incorpo-
rate 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 pro-
viding 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.

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 vis-
iting fellowship at the Hoover Institute during the academic year
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2002–2003. Richard Sousa and John Raisian at Hoover provided me
with an excellent working environment, which enabled me to com-
plete this book. I was greatly assisted by the Social Science Data Ser-
vice 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 cen-
sus, 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 store-
house 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
proposed 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 fundamental 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 ex-
plained 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.

Menlo Park
July 2003
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C H A P T E R O N E

Paleo–Indians, Europeans, and the

Settlement of America

There is little question that the early demographic history of North
America is still one of the most controversial fields in current scholar-
ship. To the older work of archeologists, geologists, and linguists has
been added the new work of geneticists and physicists, all of which
has often overturned long-established dogmas. The pre-history of
North America also remains one of the areas in which all types of
enthusiasts have created popular origin myths that still dominate
some parts of national thought. In this chapter I will lay out the cur-
rent state of the debate about the origins of mankind in the Amer-
icas and the dating and distribution of the pre-columbian popula-
tions over time and space. I will show how this distribution of the
American Indian population by 1492 influenced the subsequent
European settlement patterns that evolved within the Americas.

The region that today forms the continental boundaries of the
United States may have first been settled by humans as early as
30,000 b.p. (or years before the present era), but no later than 15,000
b.p.1 Homo sapien Neanderthals emerged in eastern Africa some
300,000 to 200,000 years ago. They spread throughout the Euroasian
land mass and were slowly replaced by modern Homo sapiens about
40,000 years ago. Given that no Neanderthal remains have been
found in the Americas, it is now assumed that human migrations did
not occur before this replacement had occurred.2 It is also generally

1 Michael H. Crawford, The Origins of Native Americans: Evidence from Anthropo-
logical Genetics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

2 William N. Irving, “Context and Chronology of Early Man in the Americas,”
American Review of Anthropology 14 (1985), p. 530.

10
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accepted that mankind and numerous species of animals arrived in
America via a land bridge across the Bering Strait, which connected
the Americas to the Eurasian continent during the late Pleistocene
period. This causeway was intermittently open from 70,000 b.p. un-
til 15,000 b.p. Given the harsh Nordic conditions, people could not
survive in these regions until they developed adequate protection.
The oldest known clothing in Asia is dated to 25,000 b.p. Those
Homo sapiens who migrated into America came fully skilled in mak-
ing tools, knew fire, and wore clothing made from animal skins.
The accumulation of recent genetic evidence suggests that one or
more founding migrations separated from their Northeastern Asian
origin groups sometime between 30,000 and 20,000 b.p3; dental ev-
idence appears to support a formal separation between Asians and
Americans by about 15,000 b.p.4

Once across “Beringia,” as the land bridge between Siberia and
Alaska was called, there were still glacial barriers that covered the
northern land mass and blocked access to the southern plains. These
glaciers began receding only some 14,000 years ago, permitting a slow
opening in the mainland corridor to the south that was most likely
exploited by humans a few thousand years later.5 But it would also
appear that small groups of humans may have hugged the ice-free

3 The most recent genetic work on origins includes the study by Jeffry T. Lell,
Rem I. Sukernik, Yelena B. Starikovskaya, Bing Su, Li Jin, Theodore G. Schurr,
Peter A. Underhill and Douglas C. Wallace. “The Dual Origin and Siberian
Affinities of Native American Y Chromosomes,” American Journal of Human
Genetics 70 (2002), pp. 192–206, and arguing for a single migration origin see Ed-
uardo Tarazona Santos and Fabrı́cio R. Santos, “The Peopling of the Americas:
A Second Major Migration,” American Journal of Human Genetics 70 (2002), pp.
1377–80; and Anne C. Stone and Mark Stoneking, “mtDNA Analysis of a Pre-
historic Oneota Population: Implications for the Peopling of the New World,”
American Journal of Human Genetics 62 (1998), pp. 1153–70.

4 See the initial survey on the dental evidence in Joseph H. Greenberg, Christy
G. Turner II, and Stephen L. Zegura, “The Settlement of the Americas: A Com-
parison of the Linguistic, Dental and Genetic Evidence,” Current Anthropology
27, no. 5 (December 1986), pp. 480–5.

5 David G. Anderson and J. Christoper Gillam, “Paleoindian Colonization of the
Americas: Implications from an Examination of the Physiography, Demography
and Artifact Distribution,” American Antiquity 65, no. 1 (2000), pp. 43–66.
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coastline and even used boats to migrate past these glacial barriers
at a much earlier period.6 Humans probably arrived in the Americas
in bands of 25 to 50 persons (a size considered the norm among con-
temporary hunters and gatherers), and once through or around the
glaciers, they quickly spread as far south as Patagonia. There are good
sites of big game hunting bands in North America from about 13,500
b.p. These hunters mostly used weapons tipped with chipped stone
heads called “Clovis points,” named for a site in New Mexico.7 But
there are also early sites from at least 12,500 b.p. as far south as Chile
showing small game hunters and shellfish gatherers who were not as-
sociated with typical Clovis point weapons of North America.8 The
big game hunting model based on the production of stone projec-
tile Clovis points is no longer considered the only culture developed
by the earliest Paleo–Indian settlers, even in North America. Thus
small game hunters and coastal and riverine food gathering groups
were to be found alongside the big mammal hunters, and no one
group seems to have dominated.

The end of the last Ice Age brought an end to the Bering crossing
and thus closed this migration route between the Americas and Asia.
This radical change in climate also resulted in the extinction of the
big mammals, including horses and camels, which had until then ex-
isted in the Americas. Although earlier writers have suggested that

6 See Alan G. Fix, “Colonization Models and Initial Genetic Diversity in the
Americas,” Human Biology 74, no. 1 (February 2002), pp. 1–10.

7 Stuart J. Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1992; pp. 48–9 also see his recent redating findings in Stuart J.
Fiedel, “Older Than We Thought: Implications of Corrected Dates for Paleoin-
dians,” American Antiquity 64, no. 1 (1999), 95–116. For a recent attempt to un-
qualifiedly defend the old model of the late arrival of Clovis hunters as the first
migrants – the “Clovis-First” school – see Gary Haynes, The Early Settlement of
North America: The Clovis Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
Unfortunately, this work ignores all the recent genetic studies on the origins
questions. A more nuaunced approach is found in David J. Meltzer, “Clocking
the First Americans,”Annual Review of Anthropology 24 (1995), pp. 21–45.

8 Thomas D. Dillehay, The Settlement of the Americas: A New Prehistory. New York:
Basic Books, 2000; and Joseph F. Powell and Walter A. Neves, “Craniofacial
Morphology of the First Americans: Pattern and Process in the Peopling of the
New World,” Yearbook of Physical Anthropology 42 (1999), pp. 153–88.
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the extinction of big mammals was due to overhunting by humans,
this is no longer the dominant position. It is now assumed that some
serious environmental factors were the prime cause of their extinc-
tion. Thereafter animal domestication would be very limited in the
Americas compared with Old World developments, whereas plant
domestication would be quite impressive. With the loss of big game
as a major food source, the Paleo–Indians (as these early settlers were
called) engaged in plant gathering as a source of food, along with fish-
ing and small game hunting. All this marked the slow decline of ran-
dom nomadism. Even hunting and gathering now became scheduled
and cyclic. Increasing sedentary activity slowly gave rise to village
settlements. It is stressed by archeologists that plant domestication
in the Americas preceded permanent agricultural settlement – a pat-
tern different from Eurasian developments – and was a long and slow
process with diets changing only gradually over decades.9

With the closing of the connection to Asia, American Paleo–
Indians evolved their own patterns of culture and settlement and
developed at a slower pace than did their counterparts in Eurasia.
Whereas the agricultural revolution – the domestication of plants
and to a lesser extent of animals – began in the Near East basin
around 9,000 b.c., if not earlier, the first significant domestication
of plants did not occur in the Americas until about 7,000 b.c.
Plant domestication proceeded slowly and was most advanced in
the Andes and its associated Amazonian flood planes and in central
Mexico. From these core areas, beans, maize, potatoes, and a host of
consumable plants radiated to the rest of the Americas over several
centuries.

As these populations of humans spread across the hemisphere,
they began to separate themselves into distinct groupings. In the dis-
tribution of populations, those settling in North and Central Amer-
ica tended to be fairly close genetically, but with two well- marked
isolates: the Eskimos of Alaska and Northern Canada and the Nan-
Dene speakers of the Pacific Northwest coast. Some have suggested
that these two groups may have migrated at a later date than

9 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas (1992), Chapters 4 and 5.
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most of the other Paleo–Indians.10 From current genetic evidence,
it appears that all the North American Paleo–Indian groups rather
quickly separated from those south of Panama and in turn there
seems to have been a genetic separation within South America on an
east–west division. Nevertheless, all American Indian groups show
greater genetic affinity to Asian populations than to any other group
of humans in the world.11

The region that is presently the United States was a relative back-
water by New World standards. It contained a mix of hunters and
gatherers through most of the northern plains regions and included
simple agriculturalists and settled villages in the central and southern
zones, which initially imported much of their domesticated plants
and new technology from the advanced centers of Meso-America. In
this period of early settlement, the North American Great Plains re-
gion contained primarily big game hunters with probably a small ani-
mal hunting culture on the East Coast. Between 8,000 and 6,000 b.c.,
the big game hunting culture slowly gave way, in the area north of the
Rio Grande river, to a gathering and hunting culture with the slow
disappearance of mammoths, and it finally evolved into an at least
partially sedentary lifestyle associated with the beginnings of plant
domestication.

By about 6,000 b.c. a sophisticated gathering culture dependent
on fish and shellfish developed along both the Atlantic and Pa-
cific coasts and in major estuaries and inland rivers. The oldest
sites for this culture in the North Atlantic region are large mounds

10 L. Luca Cavalli-Sforza, Paolo Menozzi, and Alberto Piazza, The History and Ge-
ography of Human Genes. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994, p. 337ff.
On the latest materials related to the number of migrations see P. A. Underhill,
L. Jin, R. Zemans, P. J. Oefner, and L. Luca Cavalli-Sforza, “A Pre-Columbian Y
Chromosome-Specific Transition and Its Implications for Human Evolutionary
History,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Science USA 93 (1996), pp. 196–
200; and Wilson A. Silva, et al., “Mitochondrial Genome Diversity of Native
Americans Supports a Single Early Entry of Founder Populations into America,”
American Journal of Human Genetics 71 (2002), pp. 187–92.

11 For a survey of this material, see Herbert S. Klein and Daniel C. Schiffner, “The
Current Debate About the Origins of the Paleoindians of America,” Journal of
Social History 37, no. 2 (Winter 2003), 483–92.
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of abandoned shells that have been found along the Hudson
River and in Labrador. Such shellfish “middens,” as these mounds
are called, were now common along the entire Pacific Coast.12 The
Paleo–Indians also took to the water in boats, and in this period the
settlement of the islands of the Caribbean and Tierra del Fuego oc-
curred. In many regions, there now appeared formal burial sites, in-
dicating more complex and stratified societies. The stabilization of
the environment by 4,000 b.c. led to a major increase in population
and sedentary life. Between around 3,500 b.c. and 2,500 b.c., pottery
and cotton weaving appeared throughout Peru and Mexico.13

The rise of agriculture and settled village life in this period was
also associated with the beginnings of trade, the specialization of
tasks (from making weapons, fishing, and seed gathering to shamans
or religious specialists), the production of tools used in agricul-
ture and food processing, and formal burials. Trade, in turn, led
to the rise of distinctive regional styles in tools and other arti-
facts. Although agricultural life predominated in most regions by
2,000 b.c., some hunting and gathering often existed alongside set-
tled agricultural village life. There were also regions that developed
rather unusual combinations of features. In the northern plains of
what is today Canada and the United States and in the Pacific
Northwest coast there emerged stratified societies organized in vil-
lages with long-distance trade that did not develop agriculture, al-
though the predominant model everywhere else seems to have been
domestication of plants followed by village settlements.

Paradoxically, settled village life and dependence on domesticated
plants initially had a negative impact on the health of the American
populations. Early farmers had a poorer diet than hunters and were
more subject to food shortages. Bones of early farmers are smaller
than those of contemporary hunters, show more growth crises be-
cause of famine, and have poorer teeth because of higher carbohy-
drate intake. Villagers had higher incidence of diseases because of
crowding and contact than was the norm among the migrating and

12 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas (1992), pp. 94–96.
13 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas (1992), Chapter V.
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small bands of hunters.14 Given this paradoxical finding, the ques-
tion is Why did hunters adopt agriculture? The obvious answer is that
they had no choice. Resources of hunters and gatherers were disap-
pearing in the Americas, and increasing population density forced
hunters to go more fully into farming. The origins of farming in the
New World (though not in the Old World) coincided with end of the
last Pleistocene glaciations, which brought an end of the mammoths
and the rise of the oceans to their present level. It is now assumed
that because of these transformations, the Paleo–Indian populations
outgrew their subsistence bases and had to turn to agriculture for
food.

By the end of late Archaic period, which archeologists currently
date from 4,000 b.c. to 1,700 b.c., settled village life had appeared
throughout the Americas, and most of the basic plants and animals
in use at the time of the European conquest had been domesticated.
Also, most of the basic plants and technologies developed by the
Mexican and Andean Paleo–Indians were now diffused throughout
large parts of the Americas, north and south. Strong regional varia-
tions existed and much hunting and gathering persisted everywhere,
although even in this activity surviving projectile points indicate
that the hunting of small game was now the norm and was quite dif-
ferent from the hunting known in earlier periods. Agriculture, for all
its negative impact on the health of native populations, created guar-
anteed food sources that permitted much denser populations than
previously. There was a major increase in populations everywhere.
By now, the general pattern was for most regions to depend primar-
ily on gathered and domesticated plant foods and aquatic sources
for their subsistence, with game a supplementary source. One of the
last regions to shift in this direction was the Great Plains and the
coastal groups occupying North America. But even here, permanent
housing remains have been dated as early as 5,000 b.c. at sites in
southern Illinois and Virginia and to ca. 4,000 b.c. in northern Cali-
fornia. At these sites, significant findings of gathered seeds and plants

14 Clark Spencer Larsen and George R. Milner, eds., In the Wake of Contact: Bio-
logical Responses to Conquest. New York: Wiley-Liss, 1994.
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have been discovered along with some domesticated plants imported
from Mexico.15 Moreover, throughout this late Archaic period, more
and more permanent settlements have been discovered in North
America. These have been separated roughly into riverine, coastal,
forest, and the Great Plains regions, each ecological zone creating
different variations of the intensity of settlement and or migratory
populations and their consumption patterns. Social stratification had
become the norm in these increasing complex societies. The Indian
Knoll site in western Kentucky dating from 2,500 b.c. shows the pres-
ence, in a small number of elite burial sites, of copper made objects
from the Great Lakes regions and marine shells traded from the Gulf
of Mexico or even South America.16 Local ceramic pots could also
be found by 2,500 b.c. in the Savannah River and in the southeast-
ern coastal regions of North America. Cultivated Mexico-originated
plants appear in Kentucky and Missouri by 2,000 b.c., and South
American domesticated tobacco appears by 500 b.c. throughout the
Eastern Woodlands region. The first of the Mexican domesticated
plants to appear in North America were squash and gourds, with
corn arriving later. By 300 b.c., maize, or corn, was grown in the
Ohio Valley and in the Illinois Valley a hundred years later, although
major use of this plant was not the norm in these regions until ca.
700–800 a.d.17

There also appear in this period the first of the major mounds
needing large drafts of human labor to complete. The first such
large mounds appear in the Northeast (the Adena culture) around
500 b.c., and the most important and advanced of these were con-
structed by the Hopewell mound builders of Ohio and Illinois be-
tween 100 b.c. and 400 a.d. These large public works suggest multi-
village associations and the rise of more complex state organizations
in parts of North America not that dissimilar from the state forma-
tions that were developing in Mexico and the Andes. The Hopewell
mound builders of Ohio traded with the Atlantic Gulf Coast cultures

15 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas, p. 96.
16 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas, p. 102.
17 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas, p. 113.
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and imported objects from the Yellowstone Park area, which suggests
a long-distance and complex trading network.

In the western region of North America by 1,000 b.c. to 500 b.c.
there already had appeared in the Northwestern coastal region, with
its extraordinarily abundant aquatic food sources, populated villages
with wealth and status differentiation well defined among its resi-
dents. As already noted, agriculture was not very important here. Al-
though the major Mexican crops were known and some were planted
locally, the California and Northwestern coastal peoples relied on
fishing and seed gathering to maintain their rather complex strati-
fied village settlements – a pattern unique in the Americas. In these
rich fishing societies, even slavery was known to have existed by his-
toric times.

Elsewhere in the Western region of North America, climatic
changes and increasing population densities seem to have been the
cause for long-distance migrations. In the Southwest and Great
Plains areas, the most significant of such migrations was that of the
Numic speakers (who were the Mono, Paiute, Panamint, Shoshoni,
Kawaisu, and Ute peoples) who, beginning in 1,000 a.d., spread
out from their origin in southeastern California to cover the whole
Great Basin of the Southwest, large parts of the deserts of southern
California, and most of the northwestern plains. The introduction
of the bow and arrow to this region around 500 a.d. also led to
overhunting and increasing dependence on wild and domesticated
plants, all of which had a negative impact on the health of these
populations by the time of contact.18 But in contrast to the Pacific
coastal cultures, in these regions there were less complex societies
created with much less permananet settlements.

The Great Plains also saw little major change in this pre-conquest
period. The extinction of mammoths, horses, and camels at the end
of the Pleistocene epoch led to a dependence on bison hunting,
which created little new evolution in the societies that exploited this
animal resource. Migrating bands of hunters followed the herds, and
there was little cultural evolution from the pre-Christian era until

18 Fiedel, Prehistory of the Americas, p. 141.
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the arrival of the Europeans in this region. Equally, in most of cen-
tral and eastern Canada, this same type of hunting and gathering
society existed with little exploitation of agriculture.

Thus, on the eve of 1492, the area north of the Rio Grande River
contained a large number of American Indian populations at signif-
icantly different levels of development, although all at a much less
advanced stage of economic and political organization than those
cultures that developed south of the river. Clearly, ecological adap-
tations had created special societies in the Pacific Northwest and the
Great Planes, whereas the Great Lakes and central river valleys of
North America and the southeastern Atlantic coastal societies seem
to have been more closely associated with Meso-American technol-
ogy and had come to rely far more than other areas on agriculture.
Yet there were still large regions where major agricultural activity
was absent and some sections of the continent where hunting still
predominated.

The evolution of groups and cultures throughout North Amer-
ica can be readily explained by local, regional, and hemispheric
patterns, without resorting to the supposed arrival and influence
of transoceanic African, Pacific Islanders, or even Chinese as some
have suggested. All American social and cultural evolution followed
well-defined and coherent paths of evolution, with most of the vari-
ations being explained by local ecological conditions. All recent ge-
netic evidence consistently points to a single major Northeast Asian
source for all humans in the Americas, with a clearly marked separa-
tion of these Americans from Asians at least 25,000 to 15,000 years
before the present era. Moreover, all the supposed influences of
non-American cultures that have been suggested for explaining
American evolution can easily be explained by local evolutions and
autonomous convergent developments rather than by diffusion from
overseas advanced civilizations. Despite all attempts to discredit it,
the autonomous evolution mode remains dominant in American
archeology.

The American Indians who were the first ones to be encountered
by the arriving Europeans were those tribes and linguistic groups who
resided along the Atlantic Coast from Maine southward and those
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who were to be found on the southern borderlands. The first group
was made up essentially of Algonquin, Iroquoian, and Siouan lan-
guage speaking nations, most of whom engaged in agriculture, part-
time fishing, and forest hunting. The more northern the tribe, the
more likely they were to engage in hunting; the more southern the
tribe, the more likely that agriculture was the dominant activity as-
sociated with settled village life. Food staples everywhere were corn,
squash, and beans, supplemented by wild animals and fish and shell-
fish. In the Southeastern coast, along the Gulf of Mexico area and
into the major Ohio and Mississippi Valley regions, were a mixture of
other major language groups, almost all of whom primarily engaged
in agriculture. This was also the same further west on what would
be the northern New Spain (colonial Mexico) frontier, where the
Pueblos with their advanced urban centers and irrigated intensive
agriculture culture existed. Here also were some of the Athabascan-
speaking groups from the Northwest – above all the Navahos and
Apaches – who still retained a primarily nomadic existence depen-
dent on hunting and raiding.19

Although American Indian towns were numerous throughout
the coastal and Southwestern regions and population density could
be quite high in local areas, it is estimated that the total popu-
lation of American Indians in North America was just under 2
million in 1492. There were about half a million on the Atlantic
Coast, about 450,000 in the Southwest, and under 400,000 along the
Pacific Coast. The rest were found in the Great Plains and in Canada.
The highest population densities were on the Pacific Coast where In-
dian population ranged from 31 persons per 100 km2 in California to
43 persons per 100 km2 in the Northwest. In contrast, the Atlantic
Coast densities were less than half that, at 11 persons per 100 km2

in the Northeast and 17 persons per 100 km2 in the South-
eastern Atlantic Coast.20 The pattern of North American Indian

19 Alvin M. Josephy, Jr., The Indian Heritage of America. Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1991, Chapters 10, 11, 16.

20 Douglas H. Ubelaker, “North American Indian Population Size, a.d. 1500 to
1985,” American Journal of Physical Anthropology 77 (3) (November 1988),
Table 1, p. 291. Ubelaker’s careful reconstructions are the best estimates
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settlements in the late 15th century suggests that these regions were
relatively lightly settled areas compared to most of the Americas.
This can be seen in contrast to the populations estimated for the
advanced civilization regions of the continent (Map 1.1). Although
the numbers are still much debated, it is currently assumed that the
Meso-American region may have contained on the order of 10 to
20 million persons and that of the advanced civilizations of the An-
des another 5 to 10 million persons.21

Although these populations would be compromised by European
disease at the time of contact, these precontact American Indian
populations were not virgin populations in terms of serious disease
or malnutrition. As hunters moved more and more into farming and
settled village agricultural life, disease and often malnutrition in-
creased. Studies of pre-conquest American Indian population skele-
tons show the existence of nutritional crises, high infant mortality,
and increased incidence of degenerative, infectious, and parasite-
related diseases among these Indian groups. Tuberculosis has been
found in prehistoric Paleo–Indian populations. A host of other in-
fectious diseases, including syphilis, were common. Obvious malnu-
trition also has shown itself in the bones taken from numerous pre-
contact burial sites throughout America. The farther from hunting
the Paleo–Indian peoples were, the more likely was the increase of
the rates of morbidity and mortality among them. Finally, trauma due
to scalping and warfare were found everywhere and again seem to be
more common the more dense the population and the more recent
its settlement. From tooth caries to parasites, these populations knew

currently available for the native population of North America in 1492. The
work of Thornton and Dobyns with their far greater estimates of native popula-
tions in 1492 are based on rather questionable assumptions, see Russell Thorn-
ton, “Population History of Native North Americas,” in Michael R. Haines and
Richard H. Steckel, eds., A Population History of North America. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp. 9–50.

21 These numbers are just suggestive. For a survey of the debate on numbers to 1992,
see William Denevan, “Native American Population in 1492: Recent Research
and a Revised Hemispheric Estimate,” in William M. Denevan, ed., The Native
Population of the Americas in 1492, 2nd ed. Madison, Wisconsin: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1992, pp. xviii–xxxvii.
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disease and malnutrition and were not living in a paradise, as some
have suggested. There were, of course, many new diseases brought to
America by the Europeans such as smallpox, measles, and malaria,
which were unknown to these peoples but which were endemic to
the Europeans and would become epidemic among them after the
European invasions. It is also suggested that the infant mortality rates
were very high and that life expectancy at birth was 20 years.22 Al-
though it has been argued that these were comparable to contem-
porary European rates, this seems to be incorrect. Even people in
England in the 16th century were said to have a life expectancy in
the mid 30s, and even in the crisis years of the 17th century when
death rates equaled birth rates, it never fell below 33 years.23

Yet however dense the population became in the Americas, and
however advanced their civilizations, these societies remained pri-
marily continental in their expansion and control. Although the
Native Americans fully exploited the oceanic resources available to
them, ventured to the high seas to settle the islands of the Caribbean
and Tierra del Fuego, and exploited offshore islands along the Pacific
Coast in quite elaborate boats, they did not explore much beyond
the coastal shelf on either coast. By the end of the 15th century,
America was still an isolated part of the world with no recent con-
tact with the Eurasian land mass and was virtually unknown in the
advanced civilizations of the Eastern Hemisphere. Although several
of the nations of Asia and Europe had been using the oceans for many
centuries to trade with each other, none of the advanced American
civilizations had ventured far from shore either on the Atlantic or
Pacific Coasts. Thus, it would be one of these Eurasian societies that
would be the one to initiate contact between these two worlds and
that would eventually conquer the Americas.

22 Douglas H. Ubelaker, “Patterns of Disease in Early North American Popula-
tions,” in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, eds., A Population History
of North America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp. 51–98.

23 E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England, 1541–1871:
A Reconstruction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, Table 7.24,
p. 252.
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The first Euroasian contact with North America came in the 10th
century a.d. In their extraordinary expansion, Scandinavian Vikings
had opened up the North Atlantic Islands and Iceland to European
settlement by the 9th century. Then Icelandic sailors and explorers in
the late 10th century moved on to Greenland and then Newfound-
land where they established agricultural colonies. Some of these set-
tlements lasted several hundred years but seem to have been aban-
doned as the climate worsened in this period. The knowledge of this
contact with the Western Hemisphere was limited to a small group of
peoples living on the northwestern European coast, and the failure of
these colonies to survive and prosper eventually led to the loss of the
knowledge of even the existence of these newly encountered regions
among the European peoples.24 The failure of this first contact can
be explained by the relative economic and intellectual backwardness
of these European peoples at this point in their history, which came
at the height of the Middle Ages when Europe itself was divided reli-
giously and its peoples were poorly articulated even within their own
region.

But the next time that the Europeans ventured across the At-
lantic, they would be coming from a far more coherent society that
was in a period of rapid economic, political, and intellectual ex-
pansion and integration, and this time they were able to sustain
long-term contact and to fully exploit these new American lands
for their own advantage. Why it was Europe that conquered Amer-
ica is one of the traditional historical debates. Europe, even in the
booming 16th century, was not the wealthiest, the most urban, or
even the most advanced civilization of the Eastern Hemisphere, and
yet it would come to dominate the world’s seas and eventually con-
quer the Americas and its native populations. In 1500, Europe (less
Russia) contained some 66 million peoples, almost double the pop-
ulation of the Americas, but it retained only 14% of the world’s
population. The Indian subcontinent alone was resident to some

24 A useful survey of these early Atlantic contacts is found in Seymour Phillips,
“The Medieval Background,” in Nicolas Canny, ed., Europeans on the Move: Stud-
ies on European Migration, 1500–1800. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994, pp. 9–25.
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95 million persons and China some 84 million.25 Moreover, even
within Europe, the two European peoples who led the conquest of
the Americas and the domination of the oceans, the Portuguese and
the Spanish, in turn held only roughly 6 million persons. Thus in de-
mographic terms, Europe was not the most important region in the
world, nor was it even the first to effectively dominate the oceans, al-
though the region was clearly a major sea power from the late Roman
period with an intense fishing and merchant fleet in the Mediter-
ranean and North Atlantic waters. Finally, it was not the most ad-
vanced in terms of science and technology. In fact, most of its science
and technology came from outside its borders. What it did have was
an extraordinary ability to generate capital from both private indi-
viduals and state sources for its overseas ventures, and it contained
populations willing to migrate to new overseas lands in their desire
for new wealth and power. Moreover, this ability to raise capital and
provide settlers was not confined to any one nation but would prove
to be a common response in a large number of leading European
states, each one of which in turn proved capable of initiating and
sustaining long-term overseas contacts with America and all other
parts of the known world.

The causes of the expansion of European peoples has been the
subject of enormous debate and multiple interpretations. Everything
from its free labor market and its legal systems to the quantitative
stress in late Medieval and Renaissance European thought have been
suggested as possible causes.26 One demographic factor that is of-
ten cited in explaining Europe’s ability to generate capital and ex-
pend it on overseas expansion was the so-called European family
model. By 1500, most western European Christian societies had de-
veloped a system of marriage that indirectly served as a mechanism
to control fertility. Europeans developed a set of institutions – le-
gal, cultural, and religious – focused on family formation, which ul-
timately enabled them to control population growth in the face of

25 J–N Biraben, “An Essay Concerning Mankind’s Evolution,” Population 4 (1980),
pp. 1–13.

26 See for example, Alfred W. Crosby, The Measure of Reality: Quantification and
Western Society, 1250–1600. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
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declining resources. By this date, most of the western European soci-
eties constrained women to have their children within the bonds
of marriage – with usually less than 10% of births falling outside
marriage. Thus, the experience of married women determined the
birth rate of a given society. Then, in turn, marriage was constrained
for a series of political, economic, and religious reasons and not all
women entered marriage. Depending on the available resources, in
most European societies the age of marriage would be delayed or
advanced depending on the ability of a married couple to main-
tain themselves. All this meant that western European women mar-
ried much later than women in most other world societies. Western
Europeans were also unique in the high ratio of women who never
gave birth. If independent families could not be maintained because
of declining resources, then couples were not permitted to marry,
women were withdrawn from the marriage market and placed in re-
ligious institutions, and most commonly of all, the age of first mar-
riage would rise for both men and women, thus ensuring the loss of
one or more potential children per couple. Once married, the Euro-
peans had the highest recorded marriage fertility rates in the world.
By world standards, the Europeans were unusual in both the late age
of their marriages and the relatively high ratio of women who never
married. Although this mechanism was not consciously and explic-
itly developed for fertility control and involved complex inheritance
patterns and religious beliefs, it was relatively effective in controlling
European population growth when resources became limited, just as
it was a mechanism for expanding population when resources be-
came abundant. When resources were abundant, the age of first mar-
riage for women declined, total fertility rates rose, and the number of
women entering the marriage market reached very high proportions
of the women eligible for marriage.27

27 J. Hajnal, “European Marriage Patterns in Perspective,” in D. V. Glass and
D. E. C. Eversley, eds., Population in History, Essays in Historical Demography.
London: Edward Arnold, 1965, pp. 101–46; and his essay “Two Kinds of Prein-
dustrial Household Formation System,” Population and Development Review 8,
no. 3. (September, 1982), pp. 449–94; Roger Schofield, “Family Structure,
Demographic Behavior, and Economic Growth,” in John Walter and Roger
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These marriage mechanisms that ultimately had an effect on con-
trolling fertility were fairly unique to the western European societies,
and it has been suggested that they not only permitted Europeans to
exercise voluntary fertility restraints but also were one of the many
institutions used by Europeans to create savings.28 There is also no
question that the creation of a free peasantry in most of the western
European societies in the centuries previous to the age of discovery
had also freed up enormous resources, which gave the Europeans an
unusually large population base from which capital and labor could
be generated for economic growth and expansion.

These and other factors are often cited to explain the unusual dy-
namism of this relatively small world population in 1400, but there
is little debate about why Portugal and Spain were the leaders in
the European expansion. The Iberians, with their long and intimate
contact with advanced Islamic civilization and their recent consol-
idation as powerful states with central bureaucracies and substan-
tial military resources, were unusually wealthy and powerful by the
standards of early modern Europe. Both regimes had long oceanic

Schofield, eds., Famine, Disease and the Social Order in Modern Society. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 305–30; Michael W. Flinn, The
European Demographic System, 1500–1820. Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1981; and most recently Massimo Livi Bacci, The Population of Eu-
rope: A History. Oxford : Blackwell, 2000, Chapter 5. It has been argued that by
world standards of the mechanisms of positive restraints, the western European
family model is fairly unique in that it is imposed by parents in an effort to con-
trol labor and resources rather than by the society at large. See Ron Lesthaeghe,
“On the Social Control of Human Reproduction,” Population and Development
Review 6, no. 4 (December 1980), pp. 527–48. That this system was not uniform
geographically across Europe is stressed by Jack Goody, The European Family: An
Historico-Anthropological Essay. Oxford: Blackwel, 2000, Chapter 8; and that it
varied by class and occupation is emphasized by Jean-Lous Flandrin, Families in
Former Times: Kinship, Household and Sexuality. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1976, Chapter 2.

28 As Livi Bacci has pointed out, this system was not uniform across Europe and
functioned in different ways in different European societies, depending on dif-
fering levels of mortality and even of migration, which also had an influence on
potential growth and restraint. But all responded to economic restraints by intro-
ducing positive checks on potential fertility. Livi Bacci, The Population of Europe,
Chapter 5.
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experience with important naval resources and both had good
knowledge of the world beyond their shores because of their long-
term contacts with the Islamic states of the Maghreb of North Africa.
With long-term military and economic interests in North Africa, it
was no accident that the Portuguese directed their caravels to the
West African coast in a major move to outflank the increasing pow-
erful Moroccan state, which opposed their North African advances.
Once past the Cape of Bodajar, they were able to tap directly into the
known sub-Saharan ivory and gold trade, which formerly had been
an exclusive monopoly of their archenemies. This extracted wealth
in turn enabled them to undertake a continuous set of voyages of
exploration, which eventually brought them into the Indian Ocean
and enabled them to establish a sea route for carrying the Asian spice
and luxury import trades to Europe.

Equally, the Castilian Crown, the last of the major Iberian states
to consolidate itself, was able to expand its horizons beyond the
peninsula. Not only did it subsidize the Catalan expansion into Italy
and the Eastern Mediterranean but also undertook the occupation of
the Canary Islands in the Atlantic. Moreover, with the ascension of
Charles V (I) in 1516, Castile inherited the wealth of the European
Hapsburg empire, which made it the richest state in the continent.
It was now able to fight the Protestant Reformation, control the
Netherlands, take up much of southern Italy, and even invade Rome.
Given its constant rivalry with its Portuguese archenemy, it was in-
evitable that it too would subsidize explorations – this time toward
the West.

That Columbus did not discover America for the Europeans is
now well known. Icelandic sailors and explorers had already done
that in the 10th and 11th centuries long before the Nina, Pinta,
and Santa Maria set sail from the Guadalquiver River. But whatever
early contacts may have existed between Europe and America be-
fore 1492, there is no question that the Castilians were the ones who
were finally able to open up America for European expansion and ex-
ploit this opening with a steady input of capital and labor over many
centuries, such that the contact was never broken again. Moreover,
the existence of the new printing press culture in the rest of Europe
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guaranteed that all literate Europeans would know of this new land.
The letter of Americo Vespucci in 1504 describing his explorations
and his evaluation of America as a separate continent was translated
into virtually every major European language within a decade of its
publication.

The Portuguese response to expansion until the middle of the 16th
century was one of commercial domination and trade. Its metropoli-
tan population was small, with only some 1 million persons in
1500, and it initially found itself dealing with well-armed and well-
developed states in Africa and Asia. These people were willing to
trade, if forced to do so, but could prevent any serious attempts at
settlement. Thus, the Portuguese set up trading posts (or factories)
everywhere they traded in Africa and Asia, established forts at cru-
cial sites from Africa to Indonesia in order to dominate trade routes
and maintained a powerful fleet to deny local groups access to inter-
national trade except through Portuguese intermediaries. Given the
wealth generated by this international trade monopoly system for
Portugal and the Dutch, French, and English who followed them,
there was no need to establish settler colonies.

This was the opposite of what would occur in America, even for
the Portuguese. Population density in America was probably the
lowest in the world at this time and certainly much less than in
the Eurasian land mass. Although estimates vary widely, it is cur-
rently believed that the total population of the Americas in 1500
was roughly 37 million (a figure most likely on the high side) and
that continental Europe – excluding Russia – contained 66 million
people. This meant that America held roughly 8% of the estimated
459 million persons then inhabiting the world compared with 14%
for Europe.29

For the Castilians who followed Columbus, the idea of an elite
settler conquest became the norm. Having some 4.7 million in 1500,
the continental Spanish populations in the various kingdoms would
increase to 6.6 million by 1590, despite a constant out-migration of

29 Biraben, “An Essay Concerning Mankind’s Evolution.”
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population in this period.30 Spain was in a phase of rapid expansion
within and outside its borders in the 16th century. It controlled a
vast European and American empire and saw a tremendous growth
of its cities, with Seville doubling its population to over 110,000, and
a new urban center in Madrid being constructed. Agriculture also
flourished in this imperial century, all maintained by a free wage la-
bor force. Finally, the establishment of full-time professional Spanish
armies in other European states guaranteed another major area of em-
ployment. All this created a large demand for Spanish labor within
Spain and its very extensive European possessions. Thus wages for
Spanish workers in Europe were high enough to make mass migration
to America too costly an operation. In this context, the abundant
supply of Indian laborers was crucial to Spanish settlement strategies
that would involve the migration to America of a relatively small
number of metropolitan residents.

From their base in the West Indies, the Spaniards launched expe-
ditions into the mainland and within half a century controlled most
of the advanced Indian peasant societies of the Americas. They had
explored a good proportion of the continent from Tierra del Fuego
to the northern Great Plains and most of what is today the central
and southern United States. Quickly discovering gold and silver in
northern Mexico and the Andes, the Spaniards from the beginning
were able to use American wealth to subsidize their conquest. More-
over, given the recent nature of the Inca and Aztec empires, they
were able to amass large armies of dissident Indians to support their
conquests. Finally, given their few numbers, with only some 243,000
Spaniards arriving before 1600,31 they were able to fully exploit the

30 Jordi Nadal, La población española (siglos xvi a xx), 2nd rev ed. Barcelona: Editorial
Ariel, 1986, Table 9, pp. 74–5.

31 Nicolás Sánchez-Albornoz, La poblacion de América Latina desde los tiempos pre-
colombinos al año 2025 2nd ed. Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1994, Table 4.1, p. 77.
For a good survey of the Spanish immigration experience in the period to 1810
see Nicolás Sánchez-Albornoz, “The First Transatlantic Transfer: Spanish Mi-
gration to the New World, 1493–1810,” in Nicolas Canny, ed., Europeans on
the Move: Studies on European Migration, 1500–1800. Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1994, pp. 26–38.
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peasant Indian labor force through a complex system of indirect rule.
Thus, although the Spaniards created a viable settler colony for the
first time in the Americas, this colony did not significantly drain the
human and capital resources of the metropolitan society. Just the op-
posite, in fact, was the case. The wealth generated from the conquest
of America not only paid for an elaborate colonial administration
and defense but also provided surplus funds that enabled Spain to
play an active role in European affairs.32

Thus, Spain resolved the classic dilemma facing all of the
European nations as they attempted to open up colonies in the
Americas. In precious metals, they found an abundant resource that
could easily be exported to Europe with a high rate of return so as to
pay for colonization, and they were able to mobilize a native labor
force to work their mines, fields, and factories. This in turn explains
why the Spaniards, after fully exploring most of the known hemi-
sphere, abandoned efforts to settle the entire region. Facing hostile
and seminomadic Indian frontiers, by the second half of the 16th
century they left those frontiers to evangelizing missionary orders to
control through missions and also established fortified frontiers to
protect their settled areas. With no metals and no easily exploitable
Indians, these territories, especially those north of the colony of New
Spain, were too costly even for the Spaniards to develop.

In one way or another, each of the European states that would fol-
low the Spaniards in the establishment of settler colonies were forced
to resolve the problem of costly labor and the need to export prod-
ucts acceptable in the European or world market. Initially, none who
followed the Spaniards to the New World found either the settled
Indian peasant populations or the precious metals to pay for the col-
onization. For this reason, colonization of the Americas would prove
a long and costly process for each of the major expanding European
states. Even when these Europeans found viable products wanted in
the European market, European labor proved too costly to import
enough workers to maintain these new American export economies.

32 Herbert S. Klein, The American Finances of the Spanish Empire, 1680–1809. Al-
buquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998.
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In their desperate need for labor in the New World the Europeans
would eventually turn toward African slaves as the only viable alter-
native to the lack of native Indian workers or abundant supplies of
poor European migrants.

The labor model that would eventually succeed was the one pro-
vided by the Portuguese. Although exploring and exploiting Brazil
from the beginning of the 16th century, the Portuguese treated this
American possession in the same way as they did their other outposts.
They initially only traded on an intermittent basis for Brazil wood
(for dyes) with the native Tupi-Guarani-speaking tribes along the
coast and in fact established a relatively symbiotic relationship with
the native population much as the French would create in Canada.
But the 17th-century expansion of the northern Europeans and their
early attacks on the south Atlantic trade routes of the Portuguese
forced the Lisbon government to permanently settle Brazil as a de-
fensive act to eliminate the colonies of French and English who were
both attempting settlement and using Brazil as a base to attack the
Asian trade routes. Portugal did not want to devote major resources
to this operation, however, and decided to settle the region with pri-
vate fiefdoms granted to rich nationals who were expected to pay
for the colonization of poor metropolitan workers. This was a model
first used by the Iberians in the eastern Atlantic islands and then
adopted by all the early post-Spanish colonizers. But by the middle
of the 16th century, this private enterprise had almost totally failed
and the Crown decided to create a colonial royal government and
put serious resources into establishing a defensible colony.

Even with royal investment, the need for a viable export prod-
uct and a sizeable labor force to produce it, remained. The Crown
decided to expand the few successful colonization experiments that
had turned toward sugar and slaves as the only viable means of creat-
ing a successful colonization. European demand for sugar, established
at the beginning of the Crusades, had progressively expanded, and
slowly Portugal had emerged as the largest European producer of this
product through its Atlantic islands. In São Tomé and Madeira, the
Portuguese planters had used all types of labor, including slaves, and
they were able to bring their market experience and their technology
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with them to Brazil. With its rich soils and three growing seasons per
annum, the Brazilian northeast quickly became the world’s largest
producer of sugar, which in turn became an ever more popularly con-
sumed product as declining prices made it available to ever larger
numbers of European consumers.

Faced with a tight labor market at home, the 1 million Portuguese
could find few nationals who were willing or able to migrate. Thus,
they decided from the beginning to use slave labor. Facing rela-
tively simple American Indian agricultural and hunting societies,
they could not use the method of taxation and indirect rule so suc-
cessfully exploited by the Spaniards with their Andean and Central
Mexican Amerindian peasants. Rather, they engaged in massive war-
fare throughout the region and enslaved all the Amerindian village
agriculturalists and nomadic hunters and gatherers whom they could
find and used them to produce sugar. As late as 1600, the major-
ity of the enslaved workers producing Brazilian sugar were Indians.
But the increasing impact of European disease on these populations
slowly eroded their numbers even though the demand for sugar ex-
panded. In this situation, the Portuguese turned toward Africa and
began shipping slaves directly from West Africa to America, thus
opening up the Atlantic slave trade and compensating for the lack
of both Indian and European laborers by involving a third continent
in the American colonization scheme.33

Like the Spaniards before them, the Portuguese had several ad-
vantages denied to those who followed. They already had a thriv-
ing sugar industry developing in their overseas Atlantic island pos-
sessions, they had capital available from their trade with Asia, and
they had excellent trade contacts with West Africa that enabled
them to quickly and relatively efficiently introduce African slaves
into the American market. None of these factors would be present

33 This analysis of the origins of African slavery in the Americas is based on the dis-
cussion developed in two previous works of mine. See Herbert S. Klein, African
Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean. New York: Oxford University Press,
1986; and The Atlantic Slave Trade. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1999.
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in the French and English settler colonies subsequently founded in
the Americas. This explains why these colonies would take so much
longer to establish themselves as viable enterprises. To even use slave
labor, these colonies would have to establish exportable crops to
pay for imported servile workers, and this took years of experimen-
tation and capital to develop. Although all these newer colonizers
attempted to enslave the Indians they found, they were never as suc-
cessful as the Portuguese in creating a viable Indian slave labor force.
This explains why these colonizing countries would use religious mi-
norities, convicts, and indentured European migrants in their des-
peration to create the labor force needed to produce the necessary
goods for the European market. Like the Portuguese, however, once
a viable product could be found that could be successfully exported
to Europe, they used their newfound capital to import African slaves
to resolve the unending labor crisis that they faced in the Americas.

The question of why Europeans turned to Africans as slaves at
this time had to do with their relatively low cost and abundant
supply compared to all other sources of labor, free or enslaved. Al-
though in 1500 there was still no European state that did not re-
tain a few slaves or legally recognize slavery, the use of slave labor in
agriculture and manufacturing on a large scale had long disappeared
from the continent with the end of the Roman Empire. The emerg-
ing power of the European economy was fed by an expanding peas-
ant labor force. Moreover, the increasingly hostile and rigid frontier
between Islam and Christianity in Mediterranean Europe progres-
sively reduced the supply of Christians, Jews, and Moors to southern
European slave markets. In contrast, the majority of African nations
continued to use slavery as a minor institution within largely kin-
and lineage-based social systems throughout this period and to trade
slaves among themselves and to ship them to Europe and the Middle
East.

Initially the Portuguese explorers of the West African coast con-
centrated on gold, ivory, and other trade goods. Even when they
began shipping slaves in the early 1440s, they were mainly sent to
Europe to serve as domestic servants. Africans had already arrived
at these destinations via the overland Muslim-controlled caravan
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routes, and thus the new trade was primarily an extension of the
older trans-Saharan African slave trade. Until 1500, only some 500
to 1,000 slaves were shipped annually by the Portuguese and a good
proportion of these slaves were sold in Africa rather than in Chris-
tian Europe. But the settlement of the island depot and plantation
center of São Tomé in the Gulf of Guinea and the beginning of trade
relations with the Kingdom of the Kongo after 1500 substantially
changed the nature of the European slave trade. After 1500, the vol-
ume of the trade passed 2,000 slaves per annum, and after the 1530s,
these slaves were shipped directly to America. This latter develop-
ment marked a major shift in sources for African slaves for America.
Acculturated and Christianized blacks from the Iberian peninsula
had been the first Africans forced to cross the Atlantic. Now it was
non-Christian and non-Romance language speakers taken directly
from Africa, the bozales, who made up the overwhelming majority of
slaves coming to America.

But even if slavery was associated with sugar and Africans were
now the most common of Europe’s slaves, why could not the colonies
have been settled by other types of laborers coming from the coloniz-
ing nations? The answer to this query rests on an analysis of the labor
market within Europe itself. The late 15th to early 16th century was
a period of rapid economic growth for western Europe, whose popula-
tion was still recuperating from the Black Death in the 14th century.
Most state governments assumed that their populations were still
too few to develop their economies and discouraged out-migration.
Cities, with all their opportunities, were expanding throughout
Europe, and peasants were opening up many new internal European
frontiers in this period. Rising wages within Europe directly reflected
the increasing tightness of local labor markets. Finally, the growth of
large professional military establishments as a result of the long-term
warfare with the Islamic states in the Mediterranean as well as in-
creasing warfare in Europe as a result of the emergence of the schis-
matic Protestant movement within western European Christianity,
also provided a drain on local labor. Added to these local attractions
and constraints were the high costs and insecurity of travel to the
New World.
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Even with the unique attraction of abundant precious metals,
Castilians were as much attracted to European emigration as to
American migration, and most, in fact, stayed home. Relatively few
Castilians and even fewer Portuguese traveled to the New World.
Thus, for all intents and purposes, the costs of attracting European
workers to America were too high to be able to get major settlement
going in the empty lands available to most of the European colo-
nizing powers, especially those who came after Spain and Portugal.
Even for the Iberians, slaves were considered essential for the de-
velopment of their urban centers and African slaves quickly made
up half or more of their urban populations. In the context of late
15th century Africa and Europe, it was Africans who could be pur-
chased and transported at a cost that was within the capacity of the
American colonizing powers to pay and still make a profit out of their
colonies.
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Colonization and Settlement of

North America

The distribution of the pre-columbian Amerindian population
would have as much influence on the settlement patterns of the
northwestern Europeans who would colonize the Americas as did
the Iberians who had preceded them. Lacking large numbers of
Amerindians in settled agricultural villages, it was the Portuguese
servile labor plantation model that they adopted, rather than the
Spanish multiethnic free labor one. This required the subsidization
of the migration of a large servile labor force, both indentured whites
and African slaves, in order to produce tropical and semitropical ex-
port crops for the European market. It also meant that European
immigrants, both free and indentured, were drawn to the econom-
ically most viable zones, which in turn were not the healthiest for
these migrating persons. The West Indies and the southern North
Atlantic continental shore were zones where Europeans often had
higher morbidity and mortality rates than in their places of origin and
lived much shorter lives than those who migrated to the colder, but
poorer northern continental regions. Faced by a constant shortage
of labor everywhere, Europeans not only turned to servile laborers
but also experimented with new mechanisms of inheritance and mar-
riage patterns in order to retain labor in extended family units. Given
the bias of the migrants toward the preponderance of young males,
the age of marriage for colonial men would rise above European
norms and for colonial women, it would fall below those norms
in these new settlements. Paradoxically, in the poorest and cold-
est colonies, the European immigrants would achieve higher rates of
fertility and lower rates of mortality and lived longer and healthier

37
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lives than were being experienced in contemporary Europe. Finally,
the general availability and abundance of food in these new colonies
guaranteed that the North American populations in general would
become the best fed and tallest populations in the North Atlantic
world.

The first to settle continental North America were the Spaniards,
and they did so largely as a defensive measure both against hos-
tile nomadic Indians on their northern frontier and against compet-
ing Europeans who tried to use the continent as a base to raid its
Mexican and Caribbean settlements. Spanish troops and missionar-
ies established forts and church missions along the Florida and Geor-
gia coasts in the 16th century and set up presidios and other fortress-
settlements along the northern Mexican frontier in the southwestern
United States. This movement involved no more than a few hun-
dred Spanish migrants, mostly troops, their families, and missionar-
ies. In response to French Huguenot attempts to settle Florida, the
Spaniards established a permanent settlement at Saint Augustine in
1565, which was maintained by subsidies coming from the central
Mexican treasury. In 1598, the Spaniards pushed north from central
Mexico and colonized what is today New Mexico, establishing nu-
merous small defensive agricultural settlements in the region, and
definitively settled Santa Fe in 1610.

The English and French were the next to arrive, but for a variety of
reasons having to do with the European wars of religion and internal
European conflicts such as the English Civil Wars, they were unsuc-
cessful in their efforts to establish North American colonies until
the early 17th century. Although English and French colonists had
arrived in the Americas in the preceding century, for a variety of rea-
sons they could not sustain their colonies. Walter Raleigh’s Roanoke
settlements in North America in 1585 and 1587 were failures. More
substantial efforts were those undertaken midcentury by the French
in Florida and Brazil, but these were terminated by Spanish and
Portuguese conquest in the late 1560s. It was only with the return
of internal peace in Europe by the next century that capital and
labor once again became available for colonial adventures. At this
point, most Europeans decided to direct their efforts to the less costly
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settlement of the so-called abandoned regions unclaimed, or at least
undefended, by the Spanish or Portuguese. Only the Dutch had the
resources to challenge the Iberians directly, and as part of their war
of independence against the Spaniards, they succeeded in capturing
Pernambuco in Brazil and holding it as a colony from 1630 to 1654.
But even they could not oppose the Iberian powers, and Portuguese
armadas and armies eventually recaptured Pernambuco and Angola
from the Dutch.

The French and the English adopted the procedures used by the
Portuguese to establish their new 17th-century North American
colonies. Either they contracted out colonization with private indi-
viduals who were given quasi-feudal rights of control or they turned
to joint stock companies to subsidize the emigration and settlement.
In 1607, the Virginia Company established Jamestown, which was
to be a company-owned settlement with exclusive ownership of the
land and with its male workers held in indenture. This feudal-like
arrangement would last until 1620, when the Company finally freed
the workers, granted them land, and permitted women to migrate
to the colony as well to establish families.1 In turn, the French es-
tablished Quebec as a functioning settlement in 1608 along with a
feudal arrangement for the arriving colonists. A unique English vari-
ation of this pattern of settlement was the establishment of a dissi-
dent religious colony at Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 1620 by Pilgrim
colonists from England.

The first third of the 17th century also saw a determined effort
of the French, English, and Dutch to establish permanent colonies
in the lesser Antilles. In 1627, the English settled in Barbados using
indentured laborers as their prime workforce and quickly moved to
settle the empty Leeward islands of Antigua, St. Kitts, and Nevis by
1632, completing their basic West Indian empire with the conquest
of Jamaica in 1655 – the only major Carribean island held by the

1 David W. Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies: Population, Labor
and Economic Development,” in Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman,
The Cambridge Economic History of the United States, 3 vols.; Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996, vol. I, p. 135.
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Spaniards to be lost to the northern Europeans. The Dutch quickly
took Curaçao from the Spaniards in the 1620s; the French preceded
to settle Martinique and Guadeloupe in the same period and, at the
end of the century, took and settled the unoccupied half of the island
of Hispaniola.

There also was a major effort to colonize continental North
America north of the Spanish possessions in Florida. By 1624, the
Dutch had established a permanent settlement in New York, and
the Swedes succeeded in planting a colony in Delaware in 1638. But
it was the English who now made the most sustained effort to set-
tle North America in this region south of the Saint Lawrence River
and north of the Spanish possessions. Some 1,000 Puritan immi-
grants established the colony of Massachusetts Bay in 1630, which
in turn was the source for colonists who established New Hamp-
shire, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. There were also proprietary
colonies founded by wealthy Catholics (Maryland in 1634), Quakers
(Pennsylvania in 1682), and others in the Carolinas in the 1670s.
The last of these royally granted proprietary colonies was Georgia,
which was founded in 1730.

Thus, a century after the effective colonization of mainland Cen-
tral and South America and the major islands of the Caribbean,
there was finally a successful northern European colonization of both
mainland North America and the lesser Antilles. In contrast to
the earlier Iberian migrations, this new migration would attract the
poorer elements of the metropolitan populations through the use of
indentured labor contracts, and these were mostly younger males.
Even in the dissident religious migrations, which were the most fam-
ily oriented of these new European migrations, there were a large
number of young single males, and everywhere this demographic
group predominated. Thus, the migrants arriving in the New World
tended to be much younger, in general, than the resident metropoli-
tan populations from which they came and also far more male than
the home populations.2 All of this was to be expected in a major

2 On the comparative age and sex of the migrants compared to the resident
English population, see Richard Archer, “New England Mosaic: A Demographic
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migrant flow and would be the norm from the 16th to the 21st cen-
tury. This was also the pattern in the Atlantic slave trade as well, for
the demand in the New World was for workers and the supply con-
ditions in Africa favored the export of males over females into the
Atlantic trade.3

These younger migrants were a more healthy population than the
nonmigrating Europeans and created a population weighted toward
working-age persons, with relatively few older adults and young chil-
dren. Equally, the biased sex ratio among the migrants also had an
effect on marriage rates, pushing down the age of first marriages for
women and raising them for men. The age and sex of the migrants
also affected the potential growth of the American populations.
In most regions experiencing heavy migration, natural growth was
either low or negative until such time as the American-born popula-
tion outnumbered the immigrants. Although the Europeans in this
period probably had the highest marital fertility rates in the world,
this fertility could not compensate for the biased sex ratios of the
initial group of immigrants in most regions. In turn, the emigration
of these young workers had a profound negative impact on English
population growth in the 17th century, reducing it in the first half of
the century and pushing the metropolitan population into negative
growth in the second half of the century.4

But the youth of the migrants did not protect them from experi-
encing high rates of disease and mortality. Although New England

Analysis for the Seventeenth Century,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 47,
no. 4 (October 1990), pp. 477–502.

3 See Herbert S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade, rev version. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002; the two essays by David Eltis and Stanley L. En-
german, “Fluctuations in Sex and Age Ratios in the Transatlantic Slave Trade,
1663–1864,” The Economic History Review, New Series, 46, no. 2 (May 1993),
pp. 308–23; and “Was the Slave Trade Dominated by Men?” Journal of Interdis-
ciplinary History 23, no. 2 (Autumn 1992), pp. 237–57; and David Geggus, “Sex
Ratio, Age and Ethnicity in the Atlantic Slave Trade: Data from French Ship-
ping and Plantation Records,” The Journal of African History 30, no. 1 (1989),
pp. 23–44.

4 E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England, 1541–1871:
A Reconstruction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 187.
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shared a climate similar to the mother country, the southern colonies
and the West Indies did not. The arrival of malaria from the Mediter-
ranean early in the colonization period guaranteed a difficult adjust-
ment for coastal populations from Maryland to Jamaica. It has been
estimated that the crude death rate in these temperate to tropical re-
gions was double that experienced by the New England colonists in
the 17th century.5 But these were not the only mortality rates that
the new immigrants suffered. In the 17th century, shipboard mor-
tality for immigrants in the Atlantic crossing was on the order of
10%,6 probably just below that of the slaves crossing from Africa at
this time, which was on the order of 15%.7 At the same time, in
the southern and West Indian colonies there was an initial “season-
ing” mortality that could be almost as high as the mortality suffered
in the Atlantic crossing.8 In contrast, new immigrants in the mid-
dle and northern colonies apparently experienced little mortality in
their first year of residence.9 It has been estimated that some 15,000
migrants arrived in Virginia between 1625 and 1640 but that the
population increased by less than 7,000 in this period, implying a
negative growth rate.10

5 Henry A. Gemery, “Emigration from the British Isles to the New World: 1630–
1700: Inferences from Colonial Populations,” Research in Economic History 5
(1980), pp. 179–231.

6 Gemery, “Emigration from the British Isles,” p. 187.
7 Herbert S. Klein and Stanley L. Engerman, “Long Term Trends in African Mor-

tality in the Transatlantic Slave Trade,” Slavery and Abolition 18, no.1 (April
1997), pp. 59–71; and Herbert S. Klein, Stanley L. Engerman, Robin Haines, and
Ralph Schlomowitz, “Transoceanic Mortality: The Slave Trade in Comparative
Perspective,” William and Mary Quarterly, LVIII, no. 1 (January 2001), pp. 93–
118.

8 Henry A. Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States, 1670–
1790,” in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, eds., A Population History
of North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 168–70.
On the high death rates of recent immigrants in the South in the 18th century,
see John Duffy, “Eighteenth Century Carolina Health Conditions,” The Journal
of Southern History, 18, no. 3 (August 1952), pp. 289–302.

9 Gemery, “Emigration from the British Isles,” p. 190.
10 Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial

Virginia. Boston: W. W. Norton, 1975, p. 159.
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Although figures are partial and mostly estimates, there now seems
to be general agreement that the crude death rate in the South-
ern Colonies in the 17th century was in the range of 40 deaths per
1,000 residents, compared with a range of 20 deaths per 1,000 in
rural New England for a population of roughly the same age struc-
ture.11 Equally, the fertility rate was somewhat lower and the infant
mortality higher in the southern colonies compared to those of New
England. In the latter, the birth rate was probably in the range of
40 births per 1,000 resident population and probably much lower in
the South. Despite southern women having earlier marriages than
those in New England, higher infant and maternal mortality in the
South reduced their crude fertility rates to well below those of the
northerners, so that child-to-women ratios were consistently lower
in the South than in the middle colonies and New England.12 In
the late 17th century in the Tidewater, Virginia, county of Middle-
sex, average life expectancy at age 20 was 16 years less for men than
in late 17th century Andover, Massachusetts. It was even worse for
women, being over 22 years less for Virginia women than for women
in the New England community of Andover.13

Given these two distinct American death and birth patterns, it
is assumed (in the lowest bound estimate) that natural growth per
annum in the first half of the 17th century was negative at −2.3%
per annum for the South, compared to a lower bound estimate of a
positive growth of +2.3% per annum for New England in the same
period.14 If the southern colonies could not initially maintain them-
selves through natural growth, then the only alternative for growth
was through immigration. Given the increasing wealth of the south-
ern colonies, compared to the relative poverty of New England, it

11 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” pp. 166–67.
12 Gemery, “Emigration from the British Isles,”and “The White Population of the

Colonial United States.”
13 Darrett B. Rutman and Anita H. Rutman, “Of Agues and Fevers: Malaria in

the Early Chesapeake,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 33, no. 1 (January
1976), p. 48.

14 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Table 5.7,
p. 167.
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was this zone that attracted the majority of indentured servants, who
in turn made up the overwhelming majority of English and European
migrants to North America throughout the 17th century. Starting
with a population base of 1,000 persons in 1609, by the 1690s these
southern colonies had a resident population of 92,000 persons.15 De-
spite the first half century of negative natural growth, the southern
population expanded throughout this period primarily because of the
migration of something like 132,000 Englishmen to this region in the
17th century.16

In contrast, the New England colonies received only 30,000 mi-
grants in this same period, and of these some 20,000 migrated out,
leaving a net migrant pool of just 10,000 persons. Nevertheless, be-
cause of its lower death and higher fertility rates, the New England
population reached the figure of 86,000 persons by the end of the
century, most of these added through natural increase. The middle
colonies stood between these two extremes, experiencing a similar
natural growth rate per annum of over 2% and a steady supply of mi-
grants, so that by the 1690s it had a resident population of 32,400
persons and had absorbed some 29,000 migrants over the course of
the century.17

Despite its even worse health environment, the British West
Indies also drew large numbers of British immigrants in the 17th cen-
tury. By the 1660s, when the continental colonies numbered about
57,000 white resident population, the British West Indies contained
47,000 English (see Graph 2.1).18 If the West Indies and the south-
ern colonies were such a negative demographic environment, the
question remains as to why they were able to attract the majority of
the English who migrated to the New World in the 17th century.

15 John J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, The Economy of British America, 1607–
1789 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press 1985), Tables 6.4 and 8.1,
pp. 136, 172.

16 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Table 5.8,
p. 171.

17 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Tables 5.1 and
5.8, pp. 151, 171.

18 McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British America, Tables 5.1, 6.4, and 7.2,
pp. 103, 136, 154.
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Source: Galenson,  Settlement and Growth of the Colonies: Population, Labor and Economic Development,” 
Table 4.1.

”

Graph 2.1: Relative Share of Total American Population by British Colonies,
1620–1770.

The answer is obviously economic opportunity.19 In their search for
a viable export to pay for the colonies, Barbados and Virginia had
experimented with a host of crops before finally settling on the na-
tive American plant of tobacco, which was a lightweight export that
soon found a ready market throughout Europe. With the increasing
efficiency of Virginia as a producer of tobacco, Barbados would slowly
abandon tobacco production, and by the second half of the 17th
century would turn toward sugar. In this it was aided by the Dutch
who brought the technology, marketing skills, and credit to enable
the Barbados planters to start producing sugar with both English

19 A recent estimate of the relative wealth of free white persons in the various
American colonies in 1774 suggests that those in the West Indies were worth
27 times as much as those in New England and those in the Southern Colonies
possessed almost two and a half times that of the average of £ (sterling) 38 per
capita wealth owned by New Englanders. T. G. Burnard, “ ‘Prodigious Riches’:
The Wealth of Jamaica Before the American Revolution,” Economic History Re-
view 54, no. 3 (2001), Table 5, p. 520.
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indentured laborers and more and more with African slaves. The
expulsion of the Dutch from Pernambuco in 1654 was a catalyst
for the transformation of both the English and French West Indies
into sugar plantation economies, as the Dutch proved to be the
crucial intermediaries enabling these islands to develop the new
technology.

For most of the 17th century, the prime labor force used to de-
velop these and all other export crops were indentured servants.
The northern Europeans who followed the Iberians to America were
unable to develop an extensive Indian slave labor force on the
Portuguese model, let alone the complex free Indian labor arrange-
ments developed by the Spaniards. Nor did they have access to pre-
cious metals to pay for imported slave labor. But unlike the Iberians
of the 16th century, they did have a cheaper and more willing pool
of European laborers to exploit, especially in the crisis period of the
17th century. But even for these workers, the costs of transport to
America were too high. Subsidizing that passage through selling of
one’s labor to shippers who in turn sold their indentured contracts
to American employers became the major form of colonization in
the first half century of northern European settlement in America.
The English and the French were the primary users of indentured
labor and they were helped by a pool of workers faced by low wages
within the European economy. But the rapid growth of the English
economy in the last quarter of the century generated a more compet-
itive labor market in Europe and a consequent increase in the costs
of indentured laborers to American markets. Thus, the English and
the French would also turn to African slaves to sustain their export
colonies. With the help of Dutch slave traders who provided both
the slaves and the credit to pay for them, the British and French
began to bring African slaves into the same regions that had been
so attractive to indentured workers, the so-called staple colonies. By
1700, this slave labor force had increased to 115,000 in the West
Indies and 31,000 in the British Mainland colonies, the majority of
whom could be found in the southern colonies.20

20 McClusker & Menard, The Economy of British America, Table 7.2, p. 154.
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Despite the beginnings of a major African slave trade, the dom-
inant flow of servile labor to North America remained indentured
workers from England, Scotland, Ireland, and Germany. It is es-
timated that one half to two thirds of the European migrants to
America before 1700 came as indentured workers.21 This would
mean that of the 160,000 Europeans who crossed the Atlantic to
continental North America in the 17th century,22 between 80,000
and 106,000 came as indentured laborers whose contracts were sold
to local free farmers and planters, a figure probably double that of
the African slave arrivals during this period.23 The majority of the
indentured in the 17th century went to the Chesapeake Bay, South
Carolina, Georgia, and the West Indies, that is, to the richest agri-
cultural regions,24 and one estimate holds that 75% of all immigrants
arriving in Virginia in this century came as indentured servants.25

Despite the increasing arrival of Africans and the betterment of
wages in England and Europe by the end of the 17th century, this
flow of indentured laborers remained steady well into the 18th cen-
tury. Although there were significant changes in European origins
and American receiving markets, this servant migration did not
come to an end until the first decades of the 19th century. It is es-
timated that over half of the some 307,000 European immigrants
arriving in British North America from 1700 until the Revolution

21 David W. Galenson, “The Rise and Fall of Indentured Servitude in the Americas:
An Economic Analysis,” The Journal of Economic History 44, no. 1 (March 1984),
p. 1.

22 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” p. 170.
23 Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade, appendix tables.
24 Galenson, “The Rise and Fall of Indentured Servitude,” p. 10; and James Horn,

“Servant Emigration to the Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century,” in Thad
W. Tate and David L. Ammerman, eds., The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Cen-
tury. Boston: W. W. Norton, 1979, pp. 51–95.

25 Galenson, “The Rise and Fall of Indentured Servitude,” p. 9. According to a Vir-
ginia census, in 1625, it was estimated that 42% of the resident population was
made up of indentured servants, and in Jamaica, such indentured servants were
still over half the white population as late as 1730. Robert V. Wells, The Popu-
lation of the British Colonies Before 1776. A Survey of the Census Data. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1975, pp. 162, 197.
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Sources: Fogelman, ‘‘From Slaves, Convicts and Servants,” Table 1 and Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade,
Table A2.

Graph 2.2: Relative Share of Slaves, Convicts, Indentured Servants, and Free Per-
sons among Immigrants Arriving to British North America, 1607–1819.

were indentured laborers, which would have meant that something
like 156,000 of them arrived in the period to 1775.26 Although out-
paced by the 251,000 slaves who arrived from Africa to British North
America in this same period, the indentured were still a very im-
portant immigrant group (see Graph 2.2).27 But there was also a
major change in the flow of immigrants from Europe, as fewer and
fewer came as indentured and ever greater numbers were self-paying
free immigrants. This steady increase in the volume of free immi-
grants, along with the arrivals of indentured, meant that despite the

26 Aaron Fogelman, “From Slaves, Convicts and Servants to Free Passengers: The
Transformation of Immigration in the Era of the American Revolution,” Journal
of American History 85, no. 1 (June 1998), Table A3, p. 71; and Aaron Fogelman,
“Migrations to the Thirteen British North American Colonies, 1700–1775: New
Estimates,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History XXII, no. 4 (Spring 1992), Table 1,
p. 698.

27 I am here using my lower estimates of slave arrivals rather than the higher rates
used by Fogelman.
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booming slave trade, Africans represented only about 45% of all
immigrants arriving in British North America in this period.28 Al-
though African slaves replaced indentured workers completely in the
West Indies and were also rapidly replacing them on most of the
southern plantations, indentured laborers remained important to
British North America for most of the 18th century. Because of
African slave arrivals, fewer European servile workers now went
to the southern colonies, but the Chesapeake remained a major
importer, to which was now added the province of Pennsylvania,
which proved especially attractive to English and German inden-
tured workers in the 18th century.29

Because age, sex, and skills influenced the length of indentured
contracts, it was inevitable that young male workers were the ship-
pers’ preferred group. But the demographic makeup of these inden-
tured workers changed over time. In the 17th century, it is estimated
that under a quarter of the indentured migrants were women, a figure
that dropped to under 10% in the 18th century, possibly because of
the increasing balance of the sexes in the resident American popu-
lation and a concomitant lesser demand for women among the pur-
chasers of indentured contracts. The age breakdowns remained the
same, with two-thirds of the men and women shipped being between
15 and 25 years of age, with very few below the age of 10 or above
the age of 40.30 These age and sex distortions among the inden-
tured immigrants would have the effect of increasing the econom-
ically active population in the New World and reducing the poten-
tial reproduction of this arriving cohort because of the relative lack
of women. There were, however, changes in skills and occupations.
From the 1680s to 1775, the indentured workers were increasingly
more skilled and less agricultural.31 This, in turn, seems to reflect the

28 Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade, appendix tables.
29 Galenson, “The Rise and Fall of Indentured Servitude,” p. 12. Also see Sharon

V. Salinger, “To Serve Well and Faithfully: Labor and Indentured Servants in Penn-
sylvania, 1682–1800. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987.

30 David W. Galenson, White Servitude in Colonial America, An Economic Analysis.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, Chapter 2.

31 Galenson, White Servitude in Colonial America, p. 63.
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growing domination of agricultural and unskilled laboring positions
by African slaves in the middle and southern colonies.

Although the 18th century saw the increasing importance of
Europeans paying their own transportation costs, these free migrants
still represented just under half of all nonslave migrants and less than
a fifth of all immigrants coming to America. Clearly, the American
demand for workers exceeded the European supply of free workers,
and this continued dependence of British North America on a white
and black servile workforce accounted for the fact that over 80% of
all immigrants coming to America from 1700 to 1775 did not pay for
their transport.

This same high American demand for labor also had its affect
on the demographic structure of even the free immigrants of New
England. For those who had access to land, primarily those going to
New England and the middle colonies, the tendency was for them to
marry earlier and have more children than their contemporaries in
England.32 In New England, the mean age of first marriage for men
was 25–26 and for women 22–23 years of age, both two years ear-
lier than both sexes married in England at this time. This resulted
in a completed family size of six to eight children, compared to a
17th-century English norm of five children.33 In British North Amer-
ica in the first generations, and especially in the New England and
middle colonies, the European family model, which dominated most
of the regions of western Europe, prevailed. This involved a tight
control over fertility outside of marriage, with resulting low rates of
illegitimate births, and the quick response of age of marriage to neg-
ative economic conditions. This had enabled Europeans to respond
to food and other crises by cutting down fertility through the combi-
nation of raising the age of marriage and withdrawing women from

32 For a good summary of the comparative English and American regional 17th-
and 18th-century age of marriage data, see Robert V. Wells, “The Population of
England’s Colonies in America: Old English or New Americans?” Population
Studies 46 (1992), Table 1, pp. 88–9.

33 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” p. 152. Also see
the comparative table on fertility given in Wells,“The Population of England’s
Colonies in America: Old English or New Americans?” Table 2, pp. 92–3.
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the marriage market altogether as spinsters and nuns. Given their
late marriages by world standards, the Europeans also had among the
highest known marital fertility rates. Thus, the reduction of the age
of marriage, due in this case to access to land in 17th century New
England, led to higher fertility than in the mother country.

But New Englanders also experimented with new methods of ex-
tended family organization in order to control labor. In the farming
community of Andover, Massachusetts, in the mid 17th century, the
second-generation age at marriage rose as parents delayed the mar-
riage of their children, especially of their sons, in order to tie their
children to their own homesteads. Starting as a nucleated village
with open fields surrounding the core population, Andover quickly
turned into the later dominant model of rural America – separate
and widely dispersed farmsteads with a weak village center. Parents
used their control over farming lands, a system of partible inheri-
tance to all sons, and delayed granting of land titles to maintain the
labor of their sons on their home farms. In this system, children of
the second generation tended to marry a few years later than their
parents and establish new homes on their male parent’s land. Such
new households, in this extended household model, were granted use
of the original family lands but did not receive effective title until the
parents had died, thus ensuring that their labor was still at the dispo-
sition of the original paternal head of household until his death. This
was a new and original response to the classic American problem of
high cost labor and abundant cheap lands.34

Although the Andover response may have been unusual, there is
little question that the earlier New England marriage rates began to
change at the end of the 17th century. Slowly, the age of marriage
began to rise for both women and men and approach the European

34 Philip J. Greven, Jr., “Family Structure in Seventeenth-Century Andover,
Massachusetts,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 23, (no. 2) (April 1966),
pp. 234–56, and his book, Four Generations: Population, Land, and Family in Colo-
nial Andover, Massachusetts. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1970. Also
see Daniel Scott Smith, “Parental Power and Marriage Patterns: An Analysis of
Historical Trends in Hingham, Massachusetts,” Journal of Marriage and the Family
35, no. 3 (August 1973), pp. 419–28.
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norms.35 This, of course, began to affect natural growth rates in New
England, which slowed in the later part of the 17th century and the
beginning of the 18th century. This progressive rise in the age of mar-
riage, given the continued constraint on fertility outside of marriage
and possibly the decline of fertility within marriages, meant that the
size of families was also declining by one or two children over this
period.36 Initially, this slow decline was masked by a rising rate of
completed marital fertility in the South due to a declining level of
mortality.

Thus, compared to western European populations in this period,
the British North American populations of the 17th and 18th cen-
turies showed a surprisingly rapid rate of natural growth of the res-
ident population. Whereas birth and death rates in Europe during
most of the 17th century were fairly equal, resulting in a stagnant or
very modest population growth, this was not the case in America.
In the 17th century especially, death rates in rural New England
communities were much lower than those in Europe. Whereas birth
rates were only slightly higher in America than in Europe at this
time, death rates were far lower – almost half the 40 per thousand
rate common to most 17th century European agricultural villages.
In Plymouth, Andover, and Ipswich, all agricultural villages of New
England that had annual growth rates of over 2% per annum in this
period, death rates tended to be quite low for both adults and chil-
dren. These death rates also varied seasonally (winter being the worst
months) rather than in an episodic and/or abrupt pattern, which is a

35 For a summary of these ages at first marriage by sex, see Robert V. Wells, “Quaker
Marriage Patterns in a Colonial Perspective,” William and Mary Quarterly, Third
Series, 29, no.3 (July 1972), Table 8, p. 429.

36 It has been argued that rising ages of first marriage for women accounts for only
part of the declining fertility, and that some constraints on fertility within mar-
riage was also occurring in this period, especially toward the end of the 18th
century. This argument is based on a sample of Quaker marriage cohorts in the
Middle Colonies during the course of the 18th century. See Robert V. Wells,
“Family Size and Fertility Control in Eighteenth-Century America: A Study of
Quaker Families,” Population Studies 25, no. 1 (March 1971), pp. 73–82.
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clear indication that famine or epidemic crises were not influencing
these rates to any serious extent.37

These low death rates initially were confined to New England and
possibly the Middle Atlantic colonies and were not evident in the
other areas of British North America. Both Virginia and Maryland
in the 17th and early 18th centuries had far fewer children per
household and far greater numbers of orphans than were recorded in
these New England rural communities.38 These smaller household
sizes existed despite some evidence that marriage ages for women
were much younger here than in rural New England.39 The death
rate in Virginia may have been as high as 50 per thousand even as
late as 1700,40 and there is little question that its child and young
adult mortality was much higher than that experienced in New Eng-
land.41 Without question, death rates in the southern colonies, if
anything, were equal to or exceeded contemporary rates of European
rural communities. Clearly, malaria and other health factors, such as

37 Greven, “Family Structure in Seventeenth Century Andover”; Susan L. Norton,
“Population Growth in Colonial America: A Study of Ipswich, Massachusetts,”
Population Studies 25, no. 3 (November 1971), pp. 433–52; and the articles by
John Demos, “Families in Colonial Bristol, Rhode Island: An Exercise in His-
torical Demography,” William and Mary Quarterly, third series, 25, no. 1 (January
1968), pp. 40–57; and “Notes on Life in Plymouth Colony,” William and Mary
Quarterly, 3d ser., 22, no. 2 (April, 1965), pp. 264–86; and his book A Little Com-
monwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Colony. New York: Oxford University Press,
1970.

38 Irene W. D. Hecht, “The Virginia Muster of 1624/5 as a Source for Demographic
History,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 30, no. 1 (January 1973), pp. 65–92;
and Darrett B. Rutman and Anita H. Rutman, “ ‘Non-Wives and Sons-in-Law’:
Parental Death in a Seventeenth Century Virginia County,” in Thad W. Tate and
David L. Ammerman, eds., The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century. Boston:
W. W. Norton, 1979, pp. 153–82.

39 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Table 5.2,
pp. 153–54; James M. Gallman, “Determinants of Age at Marriage in Colonial
Perquimans County, North Carolina,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 39,
no. 1 (January, 1982), p. 179.

40 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” p. 159.
41 Daniel Blake Smith, “Mortality and Family in the Colonial Chesapeake,” Journal

of Interdisciplinary History 8, no. 3 (Winter 1978), pp. 403–27.
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seasonal pollution of tidewater water supplies and consequent out-
breaks of amoebic dysentery and typhoid fever,42 were influential in
creating a pattern in which deaths equaled or exceeded births and
thus guaranteed a stagnant or even negative growth of the resident
population. Thus, the expansion of the population of these southern
colonies in the 17th century was far more dependent on immigra-
tion than in New England, which even lost some of its population
to out-migration in the late 17th and 18th centuries and yet grew
rapidly.

Mortality was also quite high in the cities. Here it was common
for mortality to be in the upper 30s or upper 40s per 1,000 residents.
Given their biased age and sex distributions, along with their higher
rates of mortality, it is not surprising that North American cities con-
sistently experienced negative natural growth, a pattern common to
most urban centers of Europe and America in this period. Boston and
Philadelphia in the 18th century both exhibited these high mortal-
ity rates, which were at or above contemporary European rural rates,
with Philadelphia having a higher mortality than Boston.43 Both also
experienced smallpox and other contagious disease epidemics that
often bypassed the rural areas with their low population densities.
But these “urban centers” (generously defined as containing popula-
tions of 8,000 or more persons) accounted for only 3% of the national
population in this period.44

42 Carville V. Earle, “Environment, Disease and Mortality in Early Virginia,” in
Thad W. Tate and David L. Ammerman, eds., The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth
Century. Boston: W. W. Norton, 1979, pp. 96–125.

43 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Table 5.5,
p. 159; Susan E. Klepp, “Revolutionary Bodies: Women and the Fertility Tran-
sition in the Mid-Atlantic Region, 1760–1820,” The Journal of American History
85, no. 3 (December 1998), pp. 910–45; Billy G. Smith, “Death and Life in a
Colonial Immigrant City: A Demographic Analysis of Philadelphia,” Journal of
Economic History 37, no. 4 (December 1977); see Table 3, p. 871 for her estimates
of the crude death rates for the city in the 18th century.

44 Campbell Gibson, “The Population in Large Urban Concentrations in the
United States, 1790–1980: A Delineation Using Highly Urbanized Counties (in
Measurement Issues),” Demography 24, no. 4 (November 1987), pp. 601–14.
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In contrast to Europe, where famine was still common until the
middle of the 18th century,45 in America, abundant land, animal
stocks, and food sources guaranteed a relatively stable source of food
consumption. In Andover, Massachusetts, in the 17th century, for
example, deaths were spread evenly over the entire year, showing
the usual highs in winters and lows in the more temperate periods
but never indicating the abrupt spikes of deaths due to a harvest
crises. Moreover, all studies of heights of colonial North Americans
show them to be 7 centimeters taller than the English by the mid-
18th century, a key indication of better food consumption. In fact,
18th century North Americans were only 3 centimeters shorter than
North Americans born in 1930.46

Nevertheless, over time, mortality was on the increase even in the
most favored rural areas of New England because of increasing popu-
lation densities, which facilitated the spread of epidemic diseases.
In the first decades of the 18th century, there was an increase in
adult and child mortality in New England. In such New England
rural communities as Andover and Plymouth, these mortality rates
increased in the first half of the 18th century, with a resulting decline
in life expectancy. Increasing densities of populations in the older
colonies as well as better communications everywhere meant that
the rural communities were less isolated from communicable diseases
than earlier. Although the small rural communities of New England
had escaped the ravages of smallpox and other epidemics that af-
fected the seaport towns of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia
throughout most of the 17th century, by the early 18th century, such

45 See the series of articles by Andrew B. Appleby, “Epidemics and Famine in
the Little Ice Age,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 10, no. 4 (Spring, 1980),
pp. 643–63; “The Disappearance of Plague: A Continuing Puzzle,” The Economic
History Review, New Series, 33, no. 2 (May 1980), pp. 161–73; and “Grain Prices
and Subsistence Crises in England and France, 1590–1740,” The Journal of Eco-
nomic History 39, no. 4 (December 1979), pp. 865–87. On the impact of the Black
Death on Europe see Massimo Livi Bacci, The Population of Europe: A History.
Oxford: Blackwell, 2000, chapter 4.

46 Richard H. Steckel, “Nutritional Status in the Colonial American Economy,”
William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 56, no. 1 (January 1999), pp. 40–1.
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epidemics began to appear with some regularity in the rural areas.
Although death rates still did not approach European norms, they
were nevertheless higher than those in the earlier periods.47

These changes in rural New England death rates had the effect
of reducing the differences between the southern and New England
rates. At the same time, although mortality differences between
these regions remained until well into the 19th century, there was
also a decline in southern mortality as populations progressively
moved inland away from the tidewater lowlands with their high in-
cidence of disease. In fact, tidewater regions such as Charles Parish
in York County, Virginia, continued to remain unhealthy places
through the end of the colonial period, with 18th-century life ex-
pectancy as low as that of the 17th century.48 But movement of
populations into the highlands and interior brought regional rates
downward for the rural south. Urban death rates also slowly began
to decline in the late 18th century, although they would not reach
national or rural New England levels until the sanitation revolution
at the end of the 19th century.

47 Maris A. Vinovskis, Fertility in Massachusetts from the Revolution to the Civil War.
New York: Academic Press, 1981, p. 26ff. On the patterns of rising mortality from
the 17th century to the 18th century and their relationship to population den-
sity in the western Massachusetts region, see R. S. Meindl and A. C. Swedlund,
“Secular Trends in Mortality in the Connecticut Valley, 1700–1850,” Human
Biology 49, no. 3 (September 1977), pp. 389–414. Also see the discussion on
this for several towns in western Massachusetts in Susan L. Norton, “Population
Growth in Colonial America: A Study of Ipswich, Massachusetts,” Population
Studies 25, no. 3 (November 1971), pp. 439–43. It should be noted that demog-
raphers have found the reported 17th century rates of infants and children to
be much too low and have suggested the results are due to underreporting of
these deaths, especially in the much cited case of Andover. See George Alter,
“Infant and Child Mortality in the United States and Canada,” in Alan Bideau,
Bertrand Desjardins, and Héctor Pérez Brignoli, eds., Infant and Child Mortality
in the Past. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997, p. 93.

48 Smith, “Mortality and Family in the Colonial Chesapeake,” p. 405; and Dar-
rett B. Rutman and Anita H. Rutman, “Of Agues and Fevers: Malaria in the
Early Chesapeake,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 33, no. 1 (January 1976),
pp. 31–60.
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Although disease was initially a varying factor affecting growth
and life expectancy, declining birth rates were not an epiphe-
nomenon, but rather a long-term pattern that would soon have a
profound impact on the growth of the American population. Higher
ages of marriage by the end of the 17th and beginning of the 18th
century would lead to declining birth rates everywhere in the conti-
nental colonies. Initially, the impact of these declining birth rates
was tempered by the progressive decline of mortality rates in the
south. Although natural growth rates declined somewhat in the 18th
century, they were still quite positive for the region as a whole. It has
been estimated that more than four-fifths of the growth of the conti-
nental population at the end of the 18th century was still accounted
for by natural internal growth despite the continuing heavy flow of
European and African immigrants.49

There was also an ongoing shift of resident population as both im-
migrant populations and coastal native-born populations moved to
the newly opening frontiers. As England expanded its power after the
1660s into the middle colonies through conquest of the Dutch and
Swedish settlements in New York and the new lands of Pennsylvania,
a whole new region was opened up for expansion. Especially after
the formal establishment of a Quaker-led government in the lat-
ter colony in the 1680s, Pennsylvania became a major zone of Ger-
man and English indentured and free immigration because of the
abundance of available land. Something like 100,000 German em-
igrants would reach the colony by the 1770s. The region south of
Virginia would also become a new center for population expansion
and economic growth in the second half of the 17th century. Be-
ginning in the 1650s colonists from Virginia began to open up the
Carolinas, which became a separate colony in the 1680s. By the early
part of the 18th century this region along the southern coastline –
divided into two colonies in 1710 – was a thriving plantation

49 Michael R. Haines, “The White Population of the United States, 1790–1920,”
in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, A Population History of North
America. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000, Table 8.2, p. 315.
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economy producing rice and indigo based on African slave labor.50

Meanwhile, movement of colonists from South Carolina slowly
pushed southward against the Spanish missions, and a determined
British royal effort enabled the establishment of a new colony in
Georgia in the 1730s. Although initially founded as a proprietary
colony with a prohibition of slavery, the colony, by the late 18th
century, was fully a part of the southern plantation slave labor sys-
tem and with the Carolinas formed the new and expanding Lower
South Atlantic colonies.

Whereas to 1699, an estimated 198,000 immigrants, free and
slave, convict and indentured, had arrived in British North America,
the figure jumped to an estimated 586,000 of such immigrants in the
period from 1700 to 1775. This migration also became ever more
African and, over time, the slave trade accounted for an increas-
ing share of immigrants, going from less than a quarter in the 17th
century to just under half in the 18th century.51 Given the increas-
ing level of economic activity of the continental colonies, these
Africans, who formerly had come from the West Indies, now came
more and more directly from Africa itself.52

There was also a great deal of movement by native-born
Americans. Both in the last decades of the 17th century and in
most decades of the 18th century, more New Englanders left their
region than overseas immigrants entered it – this at a time when
both the Middle Atlantic and southern colonies were absorbing ever
more immigrants from abroad and from other continental regions
(see Graph 2.3). Thus, from the 1670s to the 1770s, New England
lost some 42,000 persons to out-migration. New England, in which

50 Russell R. Menard, “Financing the Lowcountry Export Boom: Capital and
Growth in Early South Carolina,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 51, no. 4
(October 1994), pp. 659–76.

51 Fogelman, “From Slaves, Convicts and Servants to Free Passengers,” Table 1,
p. 44.

52 On the changing origins of the arriving slaves in Virginia, see Herbert S. Klein,
The Middle Passage: Comparative Studies in the Atlantic Slave Trade. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1978, Chapter 6; and an addendum to this mate-
rial in Herbert S. Klein, “Slaves and Shipping in Eighteenth Century Virginia,”
Journal of Interdisciplinary History V (Winter 1975), pp. 383–411.
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Sources: Fogelman, ‘‘From Slaves, Convicts and Servants,” Table 1 and Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade, 
Table A2.
Source: Gemery, ‘‘The White Population of the Colonial United States, 1670–1790,”  Table 5.8.

Graph 2.3: Estimated Net Migration to and from the Regions of North America by
Decade, 1620–1780.

resided half of the British North American population in the 1670s,
a century later contained just a third of the population of the future
republic.53 In contrast, the Middle Atlantic colonies, which grew
from less than 8% to a third of the total continental population in
this same century, had a net addition of 140,000 immigrants, and
the southern colonies retained 235,000 immigrants in this period –
although because of much higher mortality, their share of the to-
tal continental population actually declined from 40% to 34% (see
Graph 2.4).54

There would also be significant internal migration within each re-
gion. In New England, New Hampshire, and Connecticut steadily
grew at the expense of the once-dominant Massachusetts (see
53 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” p. 171, Table

5.8.
54 Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” p. 171,

Table 5.8.
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”

Graph 2.4: Relative Share of British North American Population by Region by
Decade, 1610–1790.

Graph 2.5). In the Middle Atlantic colonies, Pennsylvania, which
grew rapidly in the first half of the 18th century along with New
Jersey, saw its share of population eaten away by the growth of
New York in the second half of the century (see Graph 2.6). As
for the Southern Atlantic colonies, the once-dominant Chesapeake
colonies of Virginia and Maryland lost ground to the Carolinas and
Georgia as the century progressed (see Graph 2.7). In many cases,
people moved from the more settled zones of the state with their in-
creasingly restricted access to resources to the more open resources
of the frontier, progressively moving to the western parishes of the
coastal states and beyond the colonial frontier into new territories.
Most estimates suggest an increasing concentration of wealth and re-
sources in the older coastal regions over the course of the late 17th
and 18th centuries. This would have an influence on marriage and
fertility rates and also be a factor in promoting out-migration. The
continued availability of a relatively open frontier with cheap lands
and ever improving communications was the major pull factor com-
plementing the push factor of increasing stratification in the older
regions.
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Source: Potter,  The Growth of Population in America,1700–1860,” Table 1.

”

Graph 2.5: Changing Share of New England Population by Colony, 1700–1790.

Source: Potter,  The Growth of Population in America, 1700–1860,” Table 1.

”

Graph 2.6: Changing Share of Middle Atlantic Population by Colony, 1700–1790.
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Source: Potter,  The Growth of  Population in America, 1700–1860,” Table 1.

”

Graph 2.7: Changing Share of Southern Population by Colony, 1700–1790.

In turn, the international migrations were also related to varying
economic growth within America, but in a different way. Given that
until the end of the 18th century slave and servile migrations were
more important than free migration, the relative economic wealth
of a given region would profoundly influence both the type of im-
migrants arriving and their numbers. The poorer zones were little
attractive to any immigrants, the plantation zones were more attrac-
tive to the forced migrants and those who came under indentures,
and the increasingly prosperous and more open lands of the Mid-
dle Atlantic colonies were especially attractive to the free immi-
grants.

In the South Atlantic colonies, first rice was added to tobacco,
and by the late 18th century, cotton was becoming a major planta-
tion crop. All of these nontraditional products found a ready mar-
ket in Great Britain. It is estimated that in the 1769–1772 period,
the value of exports of the southern colonies, over three-fourths of
which went to Great Britain and Ireland, was £1.6 million, almost
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twice what the other two regions produced. In fact, the new Lower
South Atlantic colonies of the Carolinas and Georgia alone pro-
duced more exports than either the Middle Atlantic or New England
colonies. Thus, it is no surprise that despite initially much higher
mortality rates for these regions, which even in the 18th century were
less healthy than those of the other regions, the southern colonies
continued to be attractive to immigrants as well as the prime destina-
tion for African slaves. The middle colonies were growing rapidly as
they attracted more free immigrants to their extensive fertile lands,
which in turn enabled them to produce surplus wheat and other
grains not only for the market in the West Indies but also for a grow-
ing foodstuffs market in southern Europe, which now took one-third
of its exports.55 For New England, with its poorer soils and shorter
growing seasons, the major development would be through its sea-
ports and merchants who would begin to tie the West Indian markets
to those of the continent, often in ships built in New England. But
these developments were insufficient to attract major flows of immi-
grants, especially after the close of serious religious migrations in the
mid-17th century.

This difference in exports was also reflected in basic differences
in personal wealth in these regions. Clearly, the plantation regions
were wealthier than the New England or Middle Atlantic colonies.
Total wealth per capita for free persons was estimated in the South-
ern colonies in 1774 at some £93 as compared to £46 for the Middle
colonies and just £38 for New England. Moreover, none of these re-
gions could compare with Jamaica, which produced £1,200 per free
person in the same period.56 But in terms of total wealth per capita,
the plantation zones, with their slave labor force and larger produc-
tion units, were wealthier than the family farms of the center and
north, although even here the plantation economies of the West
Indies were significantly wealthier than those of the mainland South-
ern colonies.

55 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” Tables 4.10 and 4.11
pp. 198–99.

56 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” Table 4.9, p. 195.
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The early 18th century saw a population growing both by high
natural rates and by an ever-growing immigration of free and servile
labor such that continental British North America finally became
the single largest region of the English colonial American empire,
reaching an estimated 1.6 million persons by 1770.57 Moreover, de-
spite the steady growth of the African slave population in the richer
West Indies, by the 1770s, just over half the 890,000 African slaves
found in the British American empire were resident in the British
North American colonies. In turn, the postindependence distribu-
tion of these slaves was already very evident in the colonial period.
Of the 456,000 estimated British North American slaves, only 11%
resided in the middle colonies or New England, the rest were to be
found in the upper and lower southern colonies.58

What is impressive about this growth of the North American slave
population was that it was now based on a positive natural growth
of the resident slave population. By the 1770s, the slave trade to
North America was reaching its height but was then bringing in only
some 5,000 Africans per annum to the ports of North America. But
this flow of slaves would not have been sufficient to account for the
456,000 slaves who resided in the continental colonies at this time
if the initial negative growth rates had been maintained. Although
the Africans in the 17th and early 18th century had experienced the
same if not higher mortality than experienced by the whites going to
the southern colonies, as they too moved inland their mortality rates
began to drop and their fertility rates began to exceed their death
rates, giving rise to a steady increase of population. These higher
birth rates brought a more balanced sex ratio to the slave popula-
tion and in turn guaranteed that the native-born slaves would soon
outnumber the African arrivals.

The Maryland slave population to 1730, for example, was over-
whelmingly African, male, and adult and was clearly a population

57 According to McClusker and Menard, the number was 2.1 million, but 1.6
million according to Gemery, “The White Population of the Colonial United
States.” Table 5.10, p. 178.

58 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” Table 4.3, p. 172.
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that had a negative growth rate.59 It has been estimated that this
was the same in Virginia to 1730, but that after that date, the slave
population began to experience positive growth rates. These rates,
in turn, increased the ratio of native born, children, and women, all
of which guaranteed an ever-increasing growth of the resident pop-
ulation. Slave women tended to have their first conceptions while
still in their teens and quickly moved to the North European sys-
tem of breastfeeding, reducing lactation to one year from the typical
African pattern of two years. This, in turn, had a major effect on
reducing the spacing between children, thus increasing their com-
pleted fertility rates.60 The average number of children produced by
resident slave women was about six children, a rate close to that of
the modern developing world rates of pretransition populations.61

Thus, despite the decline or stagnation of the movement of Africans
into the colony over the course of the 18th century, the resident slave
population began to increase in the second half of the century at an
extraordinary natural growth rate of 2.5% per annum, most of which
was accounted for by American births.62

Although many slave populations in the Americas would expe-
rience positive natural growth once the impact of the African im-
migration, with its predominance of males and adults, had declined,
none grew as fast as the North American slave population after 1750.
With manumission becoming less common as time went on, there
was also less loss of population to the free population. At the same
time, the increasing restraints on births felt by free women was absent
from the slave population, which was encouraged to maintain high
birth rates. In fact, the slave population, by the end of the colonial

59 Russell R. Menard, “The Maryland Slave Population, 1658 to 1730: A Demo-
graphic Profile of Blacks in Four Counties,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser.,
32, no. 1 (January 1975), pp. 29–54.

60 Herbert S. Klein and Stanley Engerman, “Fertility Differentials Between Slaves
in the United States and the British West Indies: A Note on Lactation Practices
and Their Implications,” William and Mary Quarterly, XXXV, no. 2 (April 1978),
357–74.

61 Allan Kulikoff, “A ‘Prolific’ People: Black Population Growth in the Chesapeake
Colonies, 1700–1790,” Southern Studies (Winter 1977), p. 408.

62 Kulikoff, “A ‘Prolific’ People, ” Table 7, p. 413.
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period, clearly had reached child–women ratios that were unusual
everywhere else in the Americas.

Just as the slave trade was reaching its height in this period, the
indentured servant trade was slowly disappearing. Whereas inden-
tured and convict workers made up over half of the nonslave im-
migrations in the first half of the 18th century, by the last decades,
their numbers were declining and their characteristics were chang-
ing. Whereas the majority of indentured workers were adult males in
the height of the trade, by the last quarter of the 18th century, the
majority were women and children. Moreover, the supplementary
trade in redemption servant contracts, which were those arranged
at the time of landing by immigrants who could not pay their trans-
port, was declining and prepaid or remittance contracts were becom-
ing the norm. Although there was a temporary boom in indentured
contracts in the late 1810s just after the end of the Napoleonic wars,
the trade was over by 1820. The prime cause of the demise of this
once important trade was the decline of the Europeans willing to
enter this market. By the early 19th century, there were few arriv-
ing immigrants who could neither pay for their own passage nor ob-
tain a prepaid ticket from relatives in America, especially as passage
costs after 1830 began a long-term decline in the increasingly active
Atlantic shipping trade.63

This growth in population was accompanied by a steady growth in
wealth in all regions. The latest estimates for the colonial period sug-
gest that per capita wealth was increasing at a steady but moderate
rate of between 0.3% to 0.5% per annum,64 thus keeping ahead of the
phenomenal growth of population, which was increasing naturally
and through immigration at over 2.5% per annum in this period.65

Although wealth per capita was still less than a third of the contem-
porary English rate,66 it is evident that the distribution of income was

63 Farley Grubb, “The End of European Immigrant Servitude in the United States:
An Economic Analysis of Market Collapse, 1772–1835,” The Journal of Economic
History 54, no. 4 (December 1994), pp. 794–824.

64 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” p. 207.
65 “The White Population of the Colonial United States,” Table 5.8.
66 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” pp. 190, 192.
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Graph 2.8: Estimated Population of the British Colonies in America in 1775.

much better in the British North American colonies than in Great
Britain. In terms of nutrition and education, the colonies were much
better places in which to live, with probably a much higher standard
of living than the mother country. In both the 17th and 18th cen-
turies, the overwhelming majority of British North American colo-
nial males were literate and were more literate than contemporary
Englishman in the home country.67 Moreover, by the 18th century
the literacy rates in the middle and upper southern colonies quickly
approached those of New England and were still above those of con-
temporary England.68 Although education levels were the highest in
the New England colonies, the height of recruits in the French and
Indian wars indicated that the recruits from the southern and mid-
dle colonies were taller than those from New England. This would

67 Galenson estimates 75% New England male literacy in the 17th century and
90% in the 18th century compared to an English rate in the late 18th century of
65%.

68 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” p. 193.
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suggest that nutrition in the southern and middle Colonies was better
than that in New England, most probably a reflection of the higher
levels of wealth among the free persons of the South.69

By the end of the colonial period, the British North American
colonies were fully settled along the Atlantic Coast and the local
population had made major inroads westward everywhere from New
England to the Lower South (see Graph 2.8). The economy of each
region was growing, although at different rates, and the level of ex-
ports to Europe was increasing. Moreover, an internal market was
now evolving that absorbed a large share of local production of food-
stuffs and simple manufactures. The increasing wealth of the region
was attracting ever more immigrants from across the Atlantic. By the
last decades of the 18th century, this immigration was changing as
free workers were replacing indentured servants. Thus, the Revolu-
tion of 1776 would give birth to a rapidly expanding and economi-
cally dynamic republic.

69 Galenson, “Settlement and Growth of the Colonies,” p. 202.
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The Early Republic to 1860

The first seventy years of the new republic brought some very basic
changes in the levels of fertility and mortality from those that had
evolved in the 17th and 18th centuries. By 1800, a two-century-long
pattern of declining fertility began, with each generation of women
producing ever fewer children from the extraordinarily high rates of
the late colonial period. At the same time, there was probably a rise
in mortality rates, or at least some very sharp shifts, with no clear
trends in annual mortality rates until well after the Civil War. There
were even some clear indications of malnutrition in the immediate
pre-Civil War period, a paradoxical finding given the steady and dra-
matic growth of the national population. There were also profound
changes in migration in this period as the Atlantic slave trade ended
in 1808 and the beginnings of mass European immigration to North
America began to occur after 1840. It is the causes and consequences
of these various factors that I examine in this chapter on the early
republic to 1860.

The new republic of the United States began with a census and
promised to maintain a periodical population count as part of its nor-
mal government operations. Thus began one of the oldest systematic
censuses in World History, the decennial counting of the popula-
tion of the United States. In the period of the 1770s to the 1780s,
the political leaders of all the colonies came to the realization that
a national census was needed. The movement for independence in
the 1770s was accompanied by a major debate on the form that the
new postcolonial republican government would take. The Articles
of Confederation had already struggled with issues of representation

69
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and taxation. The state responsibilities for the public debt as well as
of the nature of the state representation in the central government
all rested on the question of population size. The individual colonies
had been collecting statistics on potential male conscripts and on
property for tax purposes and even developed a very rough and hap-
hazard civil registration of births and deaths carried out by the local
clergy.1 But these were random events and all agreed a more system-
atic registration was needed. All the ideas of 17th and 18th century
European writers on “political arithmetic” – the founding science
of demographic analysis – were well known to the founding fathers
of the republic. Thus, from the earliest deliberations of the revolu-
tionaries in the 1770s there was the awareness of the need to take
a census of population. Such simple censuses were not unknown in
the colonial period, Virginia having undertaken an official census as
early as 1635, and a total of some 38 such official enumerations were
recorded in the colonial period.2 The first Bills of Mortality (death
registries), modeled along the line of those taken in London, were
published in Boston in 1704.3 Muster rolls were universally used in
all the colonies for creating militias from the 17th to the 18th cen-
tury, and most states had a sufficient local administration to carry
out these surveys. By the time of the Second Continental Congress
in 1775, the fragile national government asked all states to carry out
a census and tax themselves for the war on the basis of their popula-
tions, but only two colonies did so. Then, in the debates about the
Articles of Confederation in 1778, an original draft demanded that
all colonies should pay taxes into the central treasury proportional
to their number of inhabitants based on a proposed triennial cen-
sus. This was changed, and most states deliberately underreported

1 The most detailed listing of all these colonial censuses is found in Evarts B.
Greene and Virginia D. Harrington, American Population Before the Federal Cen-
sus of 1790. New York: Columbia University Press, 1932.

2 James H. Cassedy, Demography in Early America. Beginnings of the Statistical Mind,
1600–1800. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969, p. 19; W. S.
Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth. From the First to the Twelfth Census
of the United States: 1790–1900. Washington, D.C. GPO, 1909, p. 4.

3 Cassedy, Demography in Early America, p. 120.
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populations and otherwise were less than willing to carry out such
formal censuses. Finally, in the Constitutional Convention of 1783,
a compromise was worked out on both the taxation issues and the
representation of the slaves in the famous proviso that slaves would
count as two-thirds of a free person, and thus it was determined that
federal rather than state officials would carry out a decennial census
for the new republic beginning in 1790, which was formally writ-
ten into the Constitution as Article 1, Section 2.4 Unfortunately,
civil registration of births and deaths, left in the hands of indifferent
state governments, never kept up with the federal development of a
national census, which would improve from decade to decade. Al-
though early in terms of a national census, the United States would
prove to be late by European standards in developing a national sys-
tem of vital registration. In fact, it was not until the early 20th cen-
tury that a national vital registration system was finally established.5

The enabling legislation discussed in the first national congress
in 1790 provided initially for only a simple enumeration. Although
some held that such an enumeration was sufficient, James Madison
fought to have a more complete census carried out and was able to

4 Given the poor quality of state response to earlier census demands, the federal
government assumed the role of collecting the decennial census. The census was
also tied to the crucial question of representation in the House of Representa-
tives, but the issue of how to calculate the relationship between base population
and representation was not decided until the enabling legislation of 1792. See
Margo J. Anderson, The American Census: A Social History. New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1988, Chapter 1.

5 The issue is well summed up by Michael Haines, who notes that the “system-
atic collection of vital statistics at the federal level only began with the cre-
ation of the Death Registration Area in 1900 (comprising at first only ten states
and the District of Columbia) and the Birth Registration Area in 1915 (also
initially comprising only ten states and the District of Columbia). Both were
complete only in 1933 with the admission of Texas. A Marriage Registration
Area was only set up in 1957, and a Divorce Registration Area was only created
in 1958, although national estimates exist for the period since 1920. The Mar-
riage and Divorce Registration Areas are still not complete.” Michael R. Haines,
“Ethnic Differences in Demographic Behavior in the United States: Has There
Been Convergence?” Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau of Economic Research
Working Paper 9042, July 2002, p. 5
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include six breakdowns of the population: “heads of family, free white
males over 16, free white males under 16, free white females, other
free persons [free colored and Indians], and slaves.” Madison wanted
to add occupations, but as he wrote to Jefferson in February of 1790,
this provision “was thrown out by the Senate as a waste of trouble and
[only good for] supplying materials for idle people to make a book.”6

The census itself took 18 months to carry out and found a population
of 3.9 million persons living in the new republic, with the exception
of the estimated 4,000 persons in the territory northwest of the Ohio
river, who were excluded from the count.7 Thus, from a population
of just under 200,000 in the 1690s, the new nation of the United
States had grown to eighteen times that number a century later, ex-
periencing an extraordinary growth rate for that time of almost 3%
per annum for the century.8

The first half of the 19th century was a period of extraordinary
changes within the demographic structure of the new republic. The
increasing population density of the nation would lead to surpris-
ing changes in both the general patterns of fertility and mortality.
In a manner unusual for most of the other countries of the North
Atlantic world, the population of the United States began to exer-
cise increasing control over its fertility with a resulting long-term
decline in the rates of reproduction of the native-born population.
At the same time, there would be a slow but steady convergence
of mortality rates toward a national norm, but at apparently a higher
level of deaths than had been the experience of the healthiest regions
in the colonial period. There even appeared in this period a little-
understood but real decline in the level of nutrition for the popula-
tion as a whole. This nutritional crisis, with its impact on declining
heights of native-born males and increasing mortality, paradoxically

6 Quoted in Cassedy, Demography in Early America, pp. 215–16.
7 Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth, pp. 54–5.
8 The estimates of the 1690 population ranges from 203,500, given by Rossiter,

A Century of Population Growth, Table 1, p. 9; to 208,800 generated from John
J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, The Economy of British America, 1607–
1789. Chapel Hill, N.C.: 1985, Tables 5.1, 6.4, 8.1, and 9.4. For my growth rate
calculation I have used the later sum.
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was occurring at a time of major economic growth and prosperity in
the nation. The combination of these changing demographic pat-
terns created a unique demographic evolution, comparable only to
the French experience in this developing world. The population of
North America began to experience a long-term trend of declining
fertility – the so-called modern demographic transition – long before
there was a decline in mortality, a response that was the opposite of
what would occur in most countries of the world from the 19th cen-
tury until today. At the same time, although the level of fertility went
into a long-term decline, it was still among the highest in this North
Atlantic region and, combined with the beginnings of mass Euro-
pean immigration, guaranteed a population growth rate among the
highest in the world in this period.

The new American republic, the geographically largest such rep-
resentative government created up to that time, began the 19th cen-
tury as a growing world and hemispheric power. Its population was
expanding rapidly, and by 1820 it was almost half the size of the
United Kingdom and would have ranked sixth in size among the
western European nations at the time (see Graph 3.1). By the mid-
dle of the century its leading city, New York, ranked third in size
among the cities of the North Atlantic, exceeded only by Paris and
London.9 It was also a nation that was rapidly extending its physi-
cal space. By conquest and purchase, the United States would dou-
ble its territory toward the west by 1820 and double it again in the
1840s (see Graph 3.2 and Map 3.1). North America was also proving
very attractive to western Europeans, who had a profound impact on
the United States by providing the new nation with a supplemental
source of capital and population. What would prove to be a massive
European migration after 1830 complemented the still very high rate
of natural increase of the resident population.

9 Paul Bairoch, Jean Batou, and Pierre Chèvre, La population des villes européennes
de 800 à 1850. Geneve: Droz, 1988; and Campbell Gibson, “Population of the
100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the United States: 1790 to 1990,”
Population Division Working Paper No. 27 ; Washington, D.C.: Population Divi-
sion, U.S. Bureau of the Census, June 1998.
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Source: Maddison, The World Economy: A Millennial Perspective, Table B-2.

Graph 3.1: United States and European Country Populations in 1820.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics, Table Series J 1–2.

Graph 3.2: Original Lands in 1790 and Later Conquests/Purchases to 1853.
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But all this expansion was not a smooth and easy evolution. It
came at a cost of continual Indian warfare and relocation of the tribes
ever westward and a war with Mexico. Nor did all regions participate
equally in this pattern of growth, as the older settled areas began to
experience major demographic changes, which differed from those
patterns evolving on the ever-expanding frontier. Nor was all moving
in a positive direction, for the period before the Civil War would also
be a period of increasing malnutrition and higher mortality for this
American population, despite major economic growth.

The United States began the 19th century with its really first mod-
ern census. Although the census of 1790 provided basic numbers of
total population by sex, the simple breakdowns by age excluded fe-
male children and, in general, were too limited to be of much use in
analyzing the age of the resident population.10 The categories used
in the census of 1800 were also limited, but they did provide the first
detailed age breakdowns by sex and this census is usually considered
the first to provide fundamental information on at least one of the
most highly debated issues in North American population history,
that of fertility decline. But even determining fertility rates, more
often than not, only indirect measures can be used for the 19th cen-
tury: specifically the ratio of young children to women in their fer-
tile years is the basic index used.11 Unfortunately, these age and sex
breakdowns of the population in the national census of the 19th cen-
tury cannot be as effectively used for the other major component of
population change, that of mortality. For these reasons, most esti-
mates of mortality are based on state level registrations, samples of
populations, or complex estimations based on model life tables and
other indirect measures, with substantial debate about the level of
underregistration of deaths of children and adults.12

10 The 1790 census was based on households rather than persons and only the head
of household was listed by name. Anderson, The American Census, p. 14.

11 The classic work in this field is Yasukichi Yasuba, Birth Rates of the White Pop-
ulation in the United States, 1800–1860: An Economic Study. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University, 1962.

12 For a good example of this, see the estimates used in Peter D. McClelland and
Richard J. Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic: American
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In 1800, the United States still had very high fertility rates –
higher, in fact, than those of the rest of the western European coun-
tries. The crude birth rate was estimated to be approximately 55
births per thousand resident population in 1800, which was equiv-
alent to a total fertility rate of just over seven children per woman
who had completed her fertility. At this time, most of the Scandi-
navian countries and the United Kingdom had a crude birth rate in
the upper 20s and lower 30s per thousand population.13 By 1860, this
same resident white population in the United States had reduced its
birth rate to 42 births per thousand residents and lowered its total
fertility rate to 5.2 children, a decline of over a quarter.14 This was
still a third higher than the equally declining French rate (now at 3.5
children total fertility) but was closing on the relatively high English
fertility rate of 4.9 children at that time (see Graph 3.3).15

This long-term decline of fertility occurred in a nation that was
almost 80% rural and that experienced a death rate that was either
stable or rising.16 In Europe, only France went through this process
of declining fertility rates preceding any serious decline in mortal-
ity.17 All other major western European nations imitated the English
example, which maintained stable birth rates for most of the 19th
century and only began to experience declining fertility long after
mortality had begun to decline. Thus, the United States and France

Interregional Migration, Vital Statistics and Manumissions, 1800–1860. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982; and the discussion Clyde L. Pope, “Adult
Mortality in America Before 1900: A View from Family Histories,” in Claudia
Goldin and Hugh Rockoff, Strategic Factors in Nineteenth Century American Eco-
nomic History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992, pp. 267–96.

13 Jean-Claude Chesnais, The Demographic Transition . . . 1720–1984. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1992, Table A1.2, p. 518ff.

14 Michael R. Haines, “The White Population of the United States, 1790–1920,”
in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, A Population History of North
America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p. 308; and Ansley J.
Coale and Melvin Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population in the United
States. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963, Tables 1 and 2, p. 21–23, 36.

15 Chesnais, The Demographic Transition, Table A1.2 p. 518ff and Table A2.1,
p. 543ff.

16 Coale and Zelnick, New Estimates of Fertility, p. 35.
17 Chesnais, The Demographic Transition, Chapter 11.
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Source: Chesnais, The Demographic Transition, Table 11.1 and Haines,  The White Population of the 
United States,” Table 8.2.

”

Graph 3.3: Total Fertility Rate for France, England, and the United States, 1750–
1860.

differed from the pattern that demographers have labeled the “de-
mographic transition” and that was the experience of most world
populations from the 19th century to today (see stylized Graph 3.4).
In this transition, the experience of the developed nations was for
death rates to seriously decline and stabilize at rates lower than fer-
tility rates in the late 18th and early 19th centuries for a variety of
reasons related to better nutrition and sanitation. The experience of
declining mortality occurred in the developing countries in the mid-
20th century and was because of both better sanitation and nutri-
tion and the use of modern medicines after 1950. Initially, the res-
ident population experiencing this change maintains its traditional
high levels of fertility, which were associated with higher levels of
mortality. It is only after two or three generations that the growing
rate of natural increase of the local population – reaching 2% per
annum in the developed countries of Europe in the 19th century
and over 3% per annum in the developing countries in the late 20th
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Graph 3.4: Stylized Model of the Demographic Transition.

century – leads most people to begin restraining fertility. As pressure
slowly builds on land and resources because of the increasingly rapid
growth of the population, natives respond by reducing their fertility
rates, which in turn leads to a decline in the natural growth rates.
This was the pattern in Europe from the late 19th to the early 20th
centuries. It has been the pattern that was repeated in developing
countries from the mid-20th century until the early decades of the
21st century. Here, the model society used is England, whose increas-
ing urbanization and population density led the local population to
begin to curtail fertility only in the last quarter of the 19th century,
long after its late-18th-century decline in mortality. But two major
populations in the 19th century did not follow this pattern. One was
France and the other was the United States. In these two largely agri-
cultural societies, fertility declines preceded the decline in mortality,
seriously cutting the rate of natural increase.
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But what could have caused this unusual decline? The answer sug-
gested by demographers is that most of this decline in both countries
was related to the increasing pressure of population on land and agri-
cultural resources before 1860. The adoption of partible inheritance
under the Napoleonic codes and the increasing subdivisions of agri-
cultural properties are suggested as possible causes in the French situ-
ation along with the long and massive wars suffered by the French in
the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Paradoxically, declining land
availability is also suggested as the primary cause in the case of the
United States. Although the American frontier was ever expanding,
the majority of the population resided in the old Eastern Seaboard
states, and here land resources were on the decline. It was estimated
that population density in the original thirteen colonies in 1790
was just nine persons per square mile. By 1820, this had doubled to
twenty persons per square mile and doubled again to forty-two per-
sons per square mile by 1860. In contrast, the new frontier areas
added to the republic by the 1810s held fewer than one person per
square mile and those added subsequent to 1860 never reached the
density of the original thirteen colonies in 1790.18 This density re-
flects a declining availability of agricultural land, which in turn was
the primary factor affecting fertility before the Civil War.19 After

18 W. S. Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth. From the First to the Twelfth Census
of the United States: 1790–1900. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1909, Table 12, p. 59.

19 See the summary article by Richard A. Easterlin, “Does Human Fertility Ad-
just to the Environment?” The American Economic Review 61, no. 2 (May 1971),
pp. 399–407, as well as his extensive works on this theme cited in note 32 in
Chapter 4. The causes for the early 19th century fertility decline have generated
an enormous literature dominated by the work Yasukichi Yasuba, Birth Rates of
the White Population in the United States, 1800–1860: An Economic Study. Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University, 1962, see especially Chapter 5. Also see the
article and book by Morton Owen Schapiro, “Land Availability and Fertility in
the United States, 1760–1860,” Journal of Economic History, 42, no. 3 (September
1982, pp. 577–600; and Filling Up America: An Economic-Demographic Model of
Population Growth and Distribution in the Nineteenth-Century United States. Green-
wich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1986; Dan R. Leet, “The Determinants of the Fertility in
Antebellum Ohio,” Journal of Economic History 36, no. 2 (June 1976), pp. 359–
78, and Colin Forster and G. S. L. Tucker, Economic Opportunity and White Amer-
ican Fertility Ratios, 1800–1860. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972. All
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1860, both in France and the United States, the continuing decline
in fertility is tied more to the traditional causes suggested in the
classic model; increasing urbanization and industrialization in both
countries raised the costs of children in terms of housing and edu-
cation, whereas more possibilities for consumption were opened to
adults in the industrializing world.

In the pre-1860 period, when the rural population was still well
over 80%, the response of Eastern Seaboard residents to increasingly
limited land resources was to marry later and leave a higher ratio
of women outside the marriage market. The former action resulted
in the decline in marital fertility, which, given the very low rates of
illegitimate births, meant a decline in overall fertility rates. The lat-
ter cut down on the number of reproducing women in the resident
population. This decline in fertility, first noted as early as the late
18th century in New England, began to appear in the Middle At-
lantic colonies in the 19th century. On the frontiers, early marriage
and high marital fertility were still the norm, but this ever-moving
frontier population made up only a small share of the total national
population and did not seriously influence the national figures. Not
all regions experienced fertility decline at the same rate. The Middle
Atlantic colonies received the most foreign immigrants, and these
foreign-born immigrants had higher fertility rates than the native
born (see Graph 3.5).20 Thus the rate of decline was slower here than
in New England. Of the older coastal seaboard regions, the South de-
clined the least, for here falling mortality rates somewhat made up for
a declining fertility, and reproductive rates remained above the na-
tional average for the entire period to 1860. But none of these rates,

three studies stress the land availability issue (measured in several ways) as the
most important causal factor for fertility decline. One of the few to disagree with
this dominant casual model is John Modell, “Family and Fertility on the Indian
Frontier, 1820,” American Quarterly 23, no. 5 (December 1971), 615–34, who
stresses occupational factors.

20 In the best documented analysis of comparative fertility, the foreign-born women
of Massachusetts from 1830 to 1870 had almost double the total fertility rate
of native-born women. Peter R. Uhlenberg, “A Study of Cohort Life Cycles:
Cohorts of Native Born Massachusetts Women, 1830–1920,” Population Studies
23, no. 3. (November 1969), p. 413.
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Graph 3.5: Fertility Index of U.S. Regions, 1800–1860 (1820=100).

except for the case of Florida, matched the high levels of fertility
experienced on the western frontier in this latter year.21

It should be stressed that fertility in the United States, although
declining, was still quite high and positive. Its decline, however,
quickly translated into lower natural growth rates. In the 1800–1810
period, the rate of natural increase of the resident white population
was estimated at 2.92% per annum – a rate that even today would be
considered high for a rapidly growing developing nation – but this
rate dropped slowly but steadily to 1.99% in the decade of 1850–
1860.22 Had it not been for immigration, it is estimated that the
1860 population would have been a quarter smaller than it was on
the eve of the Civil War, but it would still have grown impressively.
The post-1830 transoceanic immigration to the United States would

21 Yasukichi Yasuba, Birth Rates of the White Population of the United States,1800–
1860. An Economic Study. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962,
Tables II–3, II–7, pp. 55, 61–2.

22 McClleland and Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic,
Table A-13, p. 100.
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turn out to be the largest such oceanic migration in world history, be-
ing some five times larger than the Atlantic slave trade, until then
the largest such transoceanic migration. Yet despite its volume, this
international immigration was still secondary in importance to nat-
ural growth rates of the resident native population and accounted
for only a quarter of the overall 3% annual growth experienced by
the United States population in the period from the beginning of the
republic up to the Civil War.23 This rate of growth meant that the
national population was doubling every 23 years.

Equally experiencing high fertility was the African American
slave population. Despite the end of the Atlantic slave trade in 1808,
the African American slave population grew at very high rates. It has
been estimated that this population was growing at 2.2% per annum
and that it had a crude birth rate in the 35–40 range, with an infant
mortality rate estimated in the upper 180s per thousand births and
life expectancy for both sexes in the low 30s.24 Concentrated over-
whelmingly in the South and its expanding southern and western
frontiers, African American slaves had experienced the same high
initial mortality as the whites who migrated to the South. In the
earlier years, in fact, natural growth was negative in many regions.
By the mid-18th century, however, even before the close of the At-
lantic slave trade, slaves began experiencing positive rates of natu-
ral growth, first in the border areas such as the Upper Chesapeake
Bay region and then throughout the Carolinas and Georgia and into
the new frontier regions. At first, natural growth was slow because
the slaves still suffered higher mortality and lower fertility than the
whites. But by 1808, when the slave trade was formally abolished,
the United States already had a self-sustaining slave population, and
quickly the African-born became a minority of the resident black
population.25 This pattern of initial negative growth due to high

23 McClleland and Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic, p. 15.
24 Jack E. Eblen, “Growth of the Black Population in Ante Bellum America, 1820–

1860,” Population Studies 26, no. 2 (July 1972), pp. 283, 288. He estimates the
maximum number of slaves who may have been imported in any illegal slave
trade in the 19th century at 40,000 Africans between 1820 and 1860.

25 See the earlier discussion on late colonial slave population natural growth rates.
For 19th century rates of growth of this population, see Robert William Fogel
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mortality and high adult male ratios among the arriving Africans
was the experience of all American regions importing slaves from
Africa. In most of these areas, the resident native-born, or creole,
slave population slowly began to dominate the local slave population
and positive natural rates of growth ensued.26 But those regions, such
as Brazil, Cuba, and the French West Indies, where the slave trade
remained intense until well into the 19th century, the Creole pop-
ulation dynamics were overwhelmed by the arrival of new Africans
with their biased adult and male ratios. Once the trade ended, even
these slave regimes began to experience a positive rate of natural
growth.27

What was different about the North American experience was
that the slave population of the United States achieved positive rates
of growth earlier and at higher levels than those obtained in most
other large slave populations, and this was due to their fertility rates
being the highest achieved by any known slave population in the
Americas. Fertility, as measured by “child–women ratios” (number
of children under the age of 10 to women 15–45 years of age)
was just 10%, on average, less than that of the North American
whites, which in turn was much higher than any contemporary
European rates. This extraordinarily high slave fertility rate was not
due to any better nutrition or even higher life expectancy than
other American slaves were experiencing. Nor was it due to U.S.
slave women beginning or ending their fertility at earlier or later
ages. Unlike the whites, there were no constraints on slave fertil-
ity anywhere, thus slave women tended to have their first children
at an earlier age than whites. This, in general, compensated for
their higher than white mortality rates. The main difference in
American slave fertility patterns was primary caused by different

and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro
Slavery. Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown, 1974.

26 See Jack E. Eblen, “On the Natural Increase of Slave Populations: The Exam-
ple of the Cuban Black Population, 1775–1900,” in Stanley L. Engerman and
Eugene Genovese, eds., Race and Slavery in the Western Hemisphere. Princeton
University Press: Princeton, 1975.

27 See B. W. Higman, Slave Populations of the British Caribbean, 1807–1834. Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984.
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patterns of the spacing of births. It has been argued that this dif-
ference in spacing – which resulted in more children being born
over the life of a fertile women – was due to the adaptation by
North American slaves of the practice of breastfeeding children
for only one year, which was then the norm for north European
whites. In the rest of the Americas, slave women tended to give
on demand breastfeeding for up to two years, the African norm,
which then resulted in longer spacing between births.28 Thus, the
slave population, which numbered 678,000 in 1790, roughly dou-
bled every 28 years, maintaining a rate of growth overall in this
70-year period of 2.5% per annum. With insignificant migration of
illegal African immigrants and only a very moderate out-migration
of emancipated slaves, this slave population reached a total 3.9 mil-
lion persons by 1860 basically through natural growth alone.

Given increasing European immigration, the weight of free and
slave African Americans was on the decline, despite their impres-
sive natural growth rates. The African American population went
from accounting for 19% of the national population in 1790 to just
14% by 1860. In the South, however, they maintained their relative
share of population from census to census. Despite a major growth
of the southern white population through natural increase, African
Americans consistently accounted for between 35% and 38% of the
local population in every pre-Civil War census. In 1860, African
Americans made up 40% of the population in the South Atlantic
states from Delaware to Florida, they were 35% of the population
in the East South Central states of Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama,
and Mississippi, and even in the new cotton states of the West South
Central division (which was made up of Arkansas, Louisiana, Okla-
homa, and Texas) they were 35% of the population. In every other
region and subdivision, their ratio of total population was on the

28 Herbert S. Klein and Stanley Engerman, “Fertility Differentials Between Slaves
in the United States and the British West Indies: A Note on Lactation Practices
and their Implications,” William and Mary Quarterly XXXV, no. 2 (April 1978),
pp. 357–74.
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decline by the 1860s, and what black population did exist in these
regions was exclusively free persons of color.29

Along with much higher rates of fertility, North American slaves
also had lower rates of manumission than those in Cuba and Brazil,
if not in the West Indies. Although initially manumission rates in
the 18th century probably differed little between Latin America and
North America, the 19th century experience was fundamentally dif-
ferent. Reflecting ever increasing rates of manumission, the free col-
ored eventually outnumbered slaves by the middle of the 19th cen-
tury in Cuba, Brazil, and most of the other slave societies, despite
an often intense slave trade. This was the reverse of what occurred
in North America in the 19th century. Although the founding fa-
thers expected slavery to disappear with the end of the Atlantic slave
trade and the colonial levels of high manumission, the 19th century
saw the United States master class turn against manumission in all
the southern states that would make up the Confederacy. Because
women and children were the most often manumitted slaves every-
where, this decline of out-migrants also helped to keep slave growth
rates high in 19th century in North America, despite life expectan-
cies and fertility rates lower than those of the whites.30 Moreover,
by the census of 1830, slave fertility rates finally passed those of the
whites for the first time and remained higher than white rates un-
til the end of slavery. Although both whites and slaves experienced
declining fertility after that date, the decline was slower among the
slaves and slave fertility in 1860 was 12% above the fertility rate of
whites. It was also far above the fertility rate of free colored, which
was a fifth less than the slave rate as well as lower than that of the
whites. The data also confirm that the old tobacco and cotton re-
gions of the Southern Atlantic region consistently maintained the

29 Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, “Historical Census Statistics on Population
Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and by Hispanic Origin, 1970 to 1990, for the
United States, Regions, Divisions, and States,” U. S. Census Bureau, Popula-
tion Division, Working Paper Series No. 56; Washington, DC, September 2002,
Tables 1–14.

30 For comparative manumission practices in the Americas, see Herbert S. Klein,
African Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1986).
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highest slave fertility rates in the nation throughout the 19th cen-
tury, suggesting that the old argument about Virginia and the older
slave states breeding slaves may have some validity.31

For economic and political reasons, this slave population was not
uniformly distributed throughout the new republic. In general, it was
far more rural than the white population, with only 4% of the slaves
living in urban areas in 1860, compared to a fifth of the total popula-
tion who lived in such centers. In this they sharply differed from the
free colored, a third of whom were urban and thus more urbanized
than any other group in the nation.32 Brought to serve in the export
agricultural industries – now dominated by cotton – the Africans
and their descendants, even before political constraints prohibited
their location in the North, tended to reside mostly in the Southern
Atlantic and Southwestern states. In 1790, only 6% of the slaves
resided outside this zone and none did so after the 1840s. By 1860,
the majority of slaves finally resided in the new cotton states of the
Southwest, and only 6% of all slave and free African Americans
resided outside these two southern regions. Although the 488,000
free colored in 1860 could be found everywhere, even in the West,
with a third of them residing in New England and 14% in the
Midwest, just over half of them also resided in the South. But be-
cause they represented only 11% of the total African American pop-
ulation, they had little impact on the overall distribution of the
African American population, of which 94% resided in the slave
states in 1860 (see Graph 3.6). The expansion to the far West or
the Northwest territories had little impact on this population, the
least regionally mobile group within the American population in the
19th century.

In contrast, all other elements of the American population proved
to be highly mobile. Noted by all contemporaries as well as later

31 Data taken from Richard H. Steckel, “The African American Population of the
United States, 1790–1920,” in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, eds.,
A Population History of North America (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press,
2000), Tables 10.3 and 10.6, pp. 442, 457.

32 Steckel, “The African American Population of the United States, 1790–1920,”
Tables 10.2 and 10.5, pp. 442, 454–5. He defined “urban” as any town over 4,000
population for southern and over 8,000 for northern cities, pp. 439n, 455n.
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Source: Gibson and Jung, Historical Census Statistics on Population Totals By Race,
1790 to 1990, Tables 1--14.

Graph 3.6: Percentage Distribution of the Free Colored Population by Region,
1790–1860.

demographers was the long-term movement of the population of the
United States toward the West. The older seaboard states, although
containing the majority of the large cities and the bulk of the popu-
lation, were losing population at a steady rate to the ever-expanding
frontier throughout the late 18th and all of the 19th century. This
movement in the pre-1860 period was primarily into the North-
west territory, those territories to the north and west of the Ohio
River (Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and parts of
Minnesota and North Dakota) and was dominated by young adults,
primarily men. There was also a flow of population from the South
to the North and, until 1840, a small movement from Canada south
into the New England region.33 By the census of 1860, only 55%
of the total population of the United States resided in the original

33 McClleland and Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic,
pp. 18–19.
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Source: Thompson and Whelpton, Population Trends in the United States, Table 6.

Graph 3.7: Declining Importance of Population in the Original Thirteen Colonies,
1790–1860.

thirteen colonies (see Graph 3.7).34 Although all regions grew
rapidly – given both continued high fertility and increasing European
immigration – the movement West was so powerful that the new re-
gions being exploited took an ever higher ratio of national popula-
tion. Although a typical New England state such as Massachusetts
grew from 379,000 to 1.2 million between 1790 and 1860, and
the quintessential Middle Atlantic state of Pennsylvania grew from
434,000 to 2.9 million in this same sixty-year period, the North-
west territory states saw even more rapid population growth. Ohio
went from 230,000 in 1810, when it first entered into the census, to
2.3 million in 1860. Illinois and Indiana entered the census in the
next decade and they also experienced major growth, with the former
starting its first census with 55,000 persons in 1820 and reaching 1.7
million in 1860, and Indiana, in the same forty-year period, started
with 147,000 residents and reached almost 1.4 million persons by the
time of the Civil War. Density per square mile went from fewer than

34 Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth, Table 10, p. 56.
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5 persons per square mile in these three states to more than 30 per-
sons per square mile by 1860 for Illinois and Indiana and 57 persons
per square mile in Ohio – not that different from the 65 persons per
square mile in Pennsylvania although still five times less dense than
Massachusetts with its 153-person ratio.35 These new North Central
states grew at double to triple the rate of the other regions. Thus,
in the 1850–1860 period, this new frontier region was expanding at
5% per annum, well below its earlier rates of increase, but more than
double the 2% per annum growth rates of the South and the North-
eastern traditional settlement areas, whereas the new states of the
West grew by 13% per annum in this same period.36

As could also be expected of this newly developing western fron-
tier region, with “frontier” being defined as regions with fewer than
two persons per square mile, they attracted a larger than normal share
of working age adults and also a higher ratio of men 20 to 40 years
of age than the older regions. But the distribution of women by ages
was normal and a higher percentage of them were married than in
the nation as a whole, guaranteeing higher than national fertility
rates in these new frontier zones. The frontier drew most of its im-
migrants from New England, the Middle Colonies, and neighboring
states. Only about 15% of this frontier population before 1860 was
foreign born and most of these came from the British Isles. Finally,
although there was a larger number of males in working age cate-
gories, the fact that women of all ages and conditions tended to be
married on the frontier – there were very few widows – guaranteed
that the ratio of unmarried males was lower than their overrepresen-
tation in these categories would have suggested.37 But as frontiers
matured and densities went over two persons per square mile, they

35 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Historical Statistics of the
United States, Colonial Times to 1970, CD edition New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1997; original edition (Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of Com-
merce, Bureau of the Census, 1975), Table Series A195–209.

36 Calculated from Historical Statistics, Table Series A 172–194. For a broad survey
of the stages of this growth of the west, see Walter Nugent, Into the West: The
Story of Its People. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999.

37 Jack E. Eblen, “An Analysis of Nineteenth-Century Frontier Populations,” De-
mography 2 (1965), pp. 399–413.
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also began to experience declining fertility rates, bringing them in
line with the older seaboard regions.

Migration to these regions was constant and population west of
the Appalachian Mountains began to grow significantly. By the cen-
sus of 1860, the original thirteen seaboard states of 1790, which ini-
tially contained 97% of the national population, now held only just
over half of the total (see Graph 3.7). The East North Central region,
that is, the states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wiscon-
sin, which had no European population in 1790, now accounted for
22% of the national population. This was a vital new farming area
that, in many ways, was an extension of the original Middle Atlantic
colonies of New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Another entire
new region that developed in the first half of the 19th century was, of
course, the new cotton region of the Deep South. This could be di-
vided into the East South Central and West South Central divisions,
the former of which consisted of the new states of Kentucky, Ten-
nessee, Alabama, and Mississippi and the latter of which consisted
of the states of Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas. These
two regions by 1860, contained 18% of the total national population
and half of the slaves. All of this movement meant that the center of
national population now began its inexorable march westward from
census to census (see Map 3.2).

The second major migratory movement of the North American
population in this period was from both the rural areas and overseas
to the newly expanding urban centers. In 1790, there were only six
towns in the entire republic with a population of more than 8,000
persons, and the largest city, New York, contained just 33,000 per-
sons38 and was only a third of the size of Mexico City in the same
period.39 In fact, only 3% of the total national population lived in
these cities in the first census. But the booming international trade of
the 1790s and early decades of the 19th century brought new wealth

38 Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth, p. 15, Table 4.
39 Gibson, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the

United States: 1790 to 1990,” Table 2; and Herbert S. Klein, “The Demographic
Structure of Mexico City in 1811,” Journal of Urban History 23, (1) (November
1996), pp. 66–93.
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to these cities, and they expanded faster than the total population.
By 1820, the premier city of New York had reached a population
of 124,000 persons and numbered over a half a million by midcen-
tury. By the 1830s, it was evident that the new republic had replaced
Mexico as the nation with the largest cities in the hemisphere.40

In contrast to the rural areas, these cities were growing primarily
through immigration of the native born and foreign born rather than
through natural increase. Given their higher mortality and lower
birth rates than the rural areas and their bias of age and sex, the ur-
ban populations could not reproduce themselves. As one urban study
concluded, “as was the case with virtually all nineteenth-century
American cities, very little of Boston’s population growth was due
to natural increase. Rather it was the product of in-migration.”41

Yet Boston had a crude death rate at roughly mid-20s per thousand,
much lower than the mid-30s per thousand of New York or the mid-
40s per thousand for Philadelphia.42 Although the urban population
grew as a relative share of total population, the major cities took
more time to develop and only in the last decades before the Civil
War did the bigger cities begin to dominate the urban population.
Thus, towns with fewer than 25,000 persons accounted for 69% of
the total urban population of 202,000 persons in 1790, then dropped
in the early decades of the 19th century to just over half of the ur-
ban residents. But this figure remained steady from 1800 to 1840 and
only seriously declined in 1850, when only 42% of the 3.5 million

40 Rossiter, A Century of Population Growth, Table 4, p. 15; and Gibson, “Population
of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the United States: 1790 to
1990,” Table 9.

41 Richard A. Meckel, “Immigration, Mortality and Population Growth in Boston,
1840–1880,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History XV, no. 3 (Winter 1985), p. 397.
In Canada, this same pattern prevailed. In the province of Quebec, the crude
death rate was in the mid 20s per 1,000 resident population in the 1800–1860
period, whereas it was in the 40s and 50s in Quebec City and Montreal in the
same period. François Pelletier, Jacques Légaré, and Robert Vourbeau, “Mortal-
ity in Quebec During the Nineteenth Century: From the State to the Cities,”
Population Studies 51 (1997), p. 95.

42 Maris A. Vinovskis, “Mortality Rates and Trends in Massachusetts Before 1860,”
The Journal of Economic History 32, no. 1 (March 1972), p. 204.
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urbanites were found in these small cities.43 In the next two decades,
with the increasing arrival of ever-larger numbers of immigrants from
northern Europe, there was a clear shift toward larger towns, which
began to dominate the urban sector of the nation. By 1860, over
60% of the 6.2 million persons living in urban area were found in
cities with populations of more than 25,000, and 42% of them lived
in cities with more than 100,000 persons. As early as 1850, New
York was the third largest city in the North Atlantic, just behind
Paris and London in size.44 By 1860, the city reached a population
of 814,000 and Philadelphia now counted over half a million per-
sons, and cities over 100,000 alone accounted for 10% of the national
population.45

The growth of both urban and total population was increasingly
fueled by that other major population movement in pre–Civil War
America – the arrival of foreign immigrants who paid for their own
passage to cross the Atlantic. Although the natural growth rate of
the native-born population was a very high 2.5% per annum in this
period, it was slowly declining. Yet the population as a whole was
growing at over 3% per annum. The cause for this additional growth,
was, of course, the beginning of massive European immigration after
1830. This new migration of free workers was due to major changes
within Europe itself. There, the natural growth rates were reaching
historic proportions and creating population pressure as never be-
fore in European history. Countries were rapidly urbanizing and in-
dustrializing and were quickly moving their populations off the land
and out of agriculture. But until the last decades of the century, the
expansion of European employment opportunities could not keep
up with this historically new expansion phase of their resident pop-
ulations. It was quickly perceived in these countries that only an
international solution could resolve some of these internal growth
43 Warren S. Thompson and P. K. Whelpton, Population Trends in the United States.

New York: McGraw-Hill Book, 1933, p. 24, table 9.
44 Bairoch, et.al, La Population des villes européennes.
45 Campbell Gibson, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places

in the United States: 1790 to 1990,” Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus Population Division Working Paper No. 27, June 1998, Table 9; and Historical
Statistics, Table Series A 57–72.
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problems, and all the major European governments favored out-
migration as a crucial safety valve for the basic structural changes
that were occurring within their own frontiers. Thus, the 19th cen-
tury become an unusual period of true globalization in modern his-
tory in terms of a truly international Atlantic labor market.

In turn, the classic American equation of extensive lands and
scarce labor, along with increasing exports to Europe to satisfy
this expanding European population, guaranteed that wages in the
Americas remained higher than those in Europe for most of the 19th
century. Thus, the “push” and “pull” factors were in place by 1830,
and the changing technology and cost of transportation after this
date was the last key to getting this entire operation in motion. The
development of railroads in Europe and the introduction of steam
shipping in the following decades all drove down the cost of migra-
tion to the point where large segments of the European population
could pay for their own transport. It has been suggested by economic
historians that the indentured market would have kept going after
1820 if a supply of laborers from Europe could have been found.46

But the disappearance of laborers needing to have their passages paid
for their them and their replacement by paying passengers led to the
total collapse of the system. By 1830, no slave or indentured workers
were crossing the Atlantic to supply labor for the United States mar-
ket. With the expansion of the cotton economy, the ever-expanding
production of grains, and the early development of industrial produc-
tion and mining, the United States was able to maintain wages that
could easily compete with the European labor market for most of the
19th century.

The migration of Europeans and others to the United States can
be said to have advanced in several stages. From the 1830s to the
1880s, the migrants came essentially from northwestern Europe; from
the 1880s to the 1920s the “New Immigrants” came mostly from

46 Farley Grubb, “The End of European Immigrant Servitude in the United States:
An Economic Analysis of Market Collapse, 1772–1835,” The Journal of Economic
History 54, no. 4 (December 1994), pp. 794–824; and David W. Galenson, “The
Rise and Fall of Indentured Servitude in the Americas: An Economic Analysis,”
The Journal of Economic History 44, no. 1 (March 1984), pp. 1–26.
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eastern and southern Europe, with a minor flow of migrants from
Asia; and in the post–World War II period, they would come pri-
marily from Asia and Latin America. The numbers of this migration
to 1930 were impressive. Overall, from 1821 to 1924 some 44 mil-
lion Europeans migrated to America, of which 31 million came to
the United States.47 Until 1855, the majority of immigrants crossing
the Atlantic came to North America, with the United States pre-
dominating as the region of destination. Canada, in the 1826–1835
period, took 40% of all immigrants but quickly declined in relative
importance, such that by the post–1836 period, two-thirds were com-
ing to the United States. Moreover, the two other major competitors
for trans-Atlantic immigrants, Brazil and Argentina, would not en-
ter the international labor market in a serious way until after 1850.
The volume of this trans-Atlantic migration increased overall by 8%
per annum in the period from 1821 to the Civil War, although it var-
ied greatly by decade, with the crisis of the 1840s being an especially
poor period of migration and the late 1850s seeing an actual decline
in total migration. Nevertheless, the numbers are impressive. By the
1831–1835 period, the migrants to the United States were averag-
ing just under 50,000 persons per annum; ten years later, the average
was almost double that number, and by 1846–1850, some 250,000
migrants were coming from Europe to eastern U.S. ports each
year. Although this volume fluctuated due to European or North
American conditions and competing importing markets, by the
decade of the 1880s, this international migration averaged just un-
der a half million persons per annum and would eventually rise to
close to 1 million persons annually entering the United States by
1901–1905 (see Graph 3.8).

Most of this migration to 1860 was a migration coming from
northern Europe, then in the throes of the demographic transi-
tion. The Scandinavian countries and the United Kingdom, Ireland,
and Scotland all now had population growth rates of over 1% per

47 Imre Ferenczi and Walter Francis Willcox, International Migrations . . . , 2 vols.
New York: National Bureau of Economic Research, 1929–1931, vol. 1, pp. 236–
37.
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Graph 3.8: Annual Immigration to the United States, 1821–1900.

annum.48 Although rates of increase varied by country and by
decade, the trend was identical in all. By 1800, Sweden was expe-
riencing high birth rates and declining mortality rates and was grow-
ing at or above 1% per annum; by the 1830s, the same was occurring
in the United Kingdom, and German rates were well over 1% per
annum through most of the 19th century.49 Although many of these
foreign immigrants would feed into the growing urban centers, the
majority went to work the land. The biggest single area to which
they migrated was the Middle Atlantic states, with the old North-
western states in second place.50 But in no region, even that of the
South, were they absent, and before 1860, it was estimated that 15%
of the frontier population was foreign-born. Most of these arriving
first-generation immigrants had rates of fertility higher than those of

48 B. R. Mitchell, International Historical Statistics: Europe, 1750–1993, 3rd ed. New
York: Stockton Press, 1992, Table A6, pp. 92–101.

49 Jean-Claude Chesnais, The Demographic Transition . . . 1720–1984. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1992, Chapter 8.

50 McClleland and Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic,
Table 3.52, p. 44.
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the resident native-born population. But by the second generation,
the rates of fertility of these immigrant families was also declining
and coming close to that of the native-born – a pattern that would
be the norm for all subsequent migrations.

As fertility rates were slowly moving toward European levels dur-
ing the first half of the 19th century, so too were mortality lev-
els slowly rising toward those of some Old World standards. The
rapidly growing economy of the thirteen colonies had major peri-
ods of growth and overall would expand to an impressive degree in
the period from the 1770s to the 1860. But there were also short
and sharp periods of economic crisis and major unemployment, es-
pecially in the cities and among the artisans. During this period,
there were three major wars and various panics and short-term de-
pressions: the wars were those of the Revolution, the Embargo of
1807 and the subsequent War of 1812 with England, the War of
1848 with Mexico, and then the massive Civil War of 1861–1865.
Along the way, there were short-term panics in 1812 and 1837 and
a major one in 1857, along with a short depression in 1825 and an-
other longer one following the 1857 crisis. Wages declined and un-
employment increased.51 It has been estimated that the general level
of income of the future United States fell sharply during the War
for Independence and did not regain prewar 1774 levels until the
first decade of the 19th century.52 In turn, the War of 1812 wrecked
havoc with North American shipping and badly affected interna-
tional trade, which in turn created a new depression. Although re-
covery came in the next decade and the overall economy contin-
ued to grow, the 1830s and 1840s were a period of relative stag-
nation in exports, increasing trade deficits, and falling government
revenues, which were primarily based on taxes on trade. Although
the gross national product (GNP) grew at the extraordinary rate of

51 Claudia Goldin and Robert A. Margo, “Wages, Prices, and Labor Markets Be-
fore the Civil War,” in Claudia Goldin and Hugh Rockoff, Strategic Factors in
Nineteenth Century American Economic History. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1992, pp. 67–104.

52 Russel R. Menard, “Economic and Social Development of the South,” in Stanley
L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman, The Cambridge Economic History of the
United States, 3 vols., New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000, vol. 1, p. 294.
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Graph 3.9: Trade Balance and Value of U.S. Exports and Imports, 1790–1860.

4% per annum from 1774 to 1859,53 a growth only exceeded by
Argentina in the late 19th century, actual per capita income did not
do as well. This grew by only 0.9% in the same 85-year period, and
there were times in the late 18th and early 19th century when per
capita GNP was below this overall rate and sometimes even negative
(see Graphs 3.9 and 3.10). Thus, in the midst of general growth of
both population and the economy, there were severe short-term peri-
ods of crisis and a slowing of the pace of national per capita economic
growth.

What impact these periodic crises may have had on United States
mortality rates and the standard of life in the 19th century is diffi-
cult to say. But most of the recent evidence presented seems to sug-
gest a rise in crude mortality rates in the early 19th century to the
level that was standard in western Europe and a general decline in

53 Robert E. Galman, “Economic Growth and Structural Change in the Long Nine-
teenth Century,” in Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman, eds., The
Cambridge Economic History of the United States, 3 vols., New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2000, vol. 11, p. 7.
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Graph 3.10: Annual Rate of Growth of Total Gross National Product and Gross
National Product per Capita in 1860 Dollars.

male heights in the general population in the pre-Civil War period –
although at levels still higher than was the norm in Europe. Whereas
some studies have suggested crude mortality rates under 20 deaths per
thousand resident population in the colonial period in such favored
places as the New England rural communities, by the 19th century
these rates tended to be in the mid-20s range, a rate quite similar
to those found in Europe by the mid-19th century.54 Although ur-
ban and southern mortality rates slowly declined, it has been sug-
gested that it was a general increase in mortality in most rural areas –
where over 80% of the population still resided in 1860 – that brought
overall national rates to a higher level than had existed in the early
colonial period. Even rural New England saw its mortality slowly in-
creasing in the 19th century to the mid-20s per thousand. Although
regional disparities in mortality had largely disappeared by the 1860s,
at least for the Eastern Seaboard region if not in the harsher frontier

54 McClleland and Zeckhauser, Demographic Dimensions of the New Republic, Tables
A-18 and A-19, p. 109.
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regions, the urban–rural mortality differences remained. Life ex-
pectancy in Boston – one of the healthiest urban centers on the East-
ern Seaboard – still reached only to the upper 30s at birth for both
sexes in the 1830–1860 period, whereas rural Massachusetts towns
experienced life expectancy in the mid 40s at birth by this latter pe-
riod.55 Philadelphia, as late as 1870, still had a life expectancy at
birth for its citizens of less than 40 years,56 and crude death rates in
this decade for the cities of Chicago, Baltimore, and New York were
still in the upper 20s per thousand resident population.57

With overall mortality apparently increasing before the Civil War,
there was a consequent decline in life expectancy. One of the bet-
ter of the many pre–Civil War estimates suggests that by 1850, the
average life expectancy for all persons living in the United States
was 36.5 years for men and 38.5 years for women. For whites, it was
one year above this national average for both males and females, and
for blacks, it must have been below this national average to a larger
degree than one year.58 Another estimate suggests a slightly higher
level for whites, giving an average life expectancy at birth in 1850
of 40.4 years for men and 42.9 for women, with nonwhites having a
life expectancy of 32.5 years for men and 35.0 for women.59 These
rates were in fact lower than the best rates then occurring in Europe.
In Norway, for example, in 1851–1860, average life expectancy at
birth was already a high 47 years for men and 50 years for women,

55 Maris A. Vinovskis, Fertility in Massachusetts from the Revolution to the Civil War.
New York: Academic Press, 1981, Tables 2.2 and 2.4, pp. 33–4.

56 Gretchin A. Condram and Rose A. Cheney, “Mortality Trends in Philadel-
phia: Age- and Cause-Specific Death Rates 1870–1930,” Demography, 19,
no. 1 (February 1982), Table 1, p. 100.

57 Condran and Cheney, “Mortality Trends,” figure 1, p. 98.
58 Michael R. Haines, “The Use of Model Life Tables to Estimate Mortality for the

United States in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Demography, 16, no. 2 (May
1979), Table 7, p. 307. Haines has suggested a life expectation at birth of 39.5
years for the white population of both sexes in 1850. Michael R. Haines, “The
White Population of the United States, 1790–1920,” in Michael R. Haines and
Richard H. Steckel, eds., A Population History of North America. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000, Table 8.2, p. 308.

59 S. L. N. Rao, “On Long-Term Mortality Trends in the United States: 1850–
1968,” Demography, 10, no. 3 (August 1973), Table 1, p. 409.
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and in Denmark in the same decade it was 44 years for men and
47 years for women.60

Thus, in the earliest estimated life tables for the United States
and for those of Norway, the longest lived of the Europeans, the
difference in average length of life at birth was on the order of al-
most 10 years. U.S. rates were even below those estimated for the
United Kingdom, which in 1850 was 41.01 years for both sexes – with
42.1 years for women and 40.3 years for men.61 Alternative measures
still show these differences. Thus, using a life expectancy model for
persons 10 years or older – which avoids the problem of estimating in-
fant and child mortality – which can also be generated from detailed
genealogical samples of surviving adults as well as estimated from
model life tables, suggests that in 1850–1860, the life expectancy for
a resident of the United States at 10 years of age was 46.6 years and
46.7 years more of life respectively for all whites and all native-born
whites, (the later being the group with the highest life expectancy
of any part of the American population).62 In contrast, the life ex-
pectancy for those in England and Wales – not the most healthy
part of northern Europe – was one year more, at 47.7 years for those
who had survived to 10 years of age in 1838–1854.63 Although these
numbers, given the paucity of adequate data, are mostly suggestive,
they all go in the same direction. This more easily calculated estima-
tion of life at 10 years for native-born white males shows a systematic
long-term decline from late 18th century levels that were not made
up until the last decades of the 19th century and parallels the findings
in declining heights of males.64

60 Jean-Pierre Bardet and Jacques Dupâquier, eds., Histoire des populations de
l’Europe, 3 vols., Paris: Fayard, 1998, vol. 2, p. 380.

61 The Human Mortality Database, University of California, Berkeley, and Max
Planck Institute for Demographic Research.

62 Robert William Fogel, “Nutrition and the Decline in Mortality Since 1700:
Some Preliminary Findings,” in Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman,
eds., Long-Term Factors in American Economic Growth. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1986, Table 9.5, p. 454.

63 See Franz Rothenbacher, The Societies of Europe: The European Population 1845–
1945. New York: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2002, Table EW–5, p. 744.

64 Fogel, “Nutrition and the Decline in Mortality,” Figure 9.1, p. 465.
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Graph 3.11: Life Expectancy at Ages 20 and 30 Years of Age for Men and Women,
1750–1889.

Although United States rates would eventually change for the
better after midcentury, the improvement was rather gradual until
the end of the 19th century and it was not until the late 1870s that
mortality rates seriously began to decline in the United States.65 All
recent studies of mortality suggest, in fact, that mortality at the end of
the 19th century had only returned to the best levels achieved at the
end of the 18th century (see Graph 3.11). The two decades before
the Civil War were especially harsh, with a serious rise in mortality
rates and probably a decline in nutrition.66 These low rates of life
expectancy were, of course, matched by high rates of infant mortal-
ity, with most of the rates in the period to 1880 being in the range of
150 to 250 infant deaths per 1,000 live births – a figure higher than
the best western European norms in the same period. Until 1880,

65 Haines, “The White Population of the United States, 1790–1920,” p. 307.
66 Pope, “Adult Mortality in America Before 1900,” pp. 293–94.
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Sources:  Rothenbacher, The Societies of Europe: The European Population 1845 —1945, Table 
Appendix N4 and Haines, “The Population of the United States, 1790–1920” Table 4.2.

Graph 3.12: Infant Mortality in Norway and the United States in the 19th Century.

in most decades, Norway’s infant mortality rate was half that of the
United States (see Graph 3.12).

All this movement of the U.S. population toward the norms of
Europe in terms of mortality in the 19th century, along with some
increase in the mortality experienced in the immediate pre-1860 pe-
riod, may have been caused by a variety of factors. It has been sug-
gested that the combination of increasing population density and
urbanization, the export of ever higher ratios of domestic food, pe-
riodic local economic crises, and the appearance of new diseases on
epidemic levels such as yellow fever and especially cholera,67 helps
to explain what some demographic historians have come to call the
“Antebellum Paradox” – defined as the marked decline in heights
among North Americans that began in the 1830s – which, it is ar-
gued, reflected a decline in living standards and nutritional intake

67 On the three major cholera epidemics that occurred in the United States, see
Charles E. Rosenberg, The Cholera Years: The United States in 1832, 1849 and
1866, 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987. Of the three epi-
demics, the most devastating were the first two, both of which occurred through-
out the nation.
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Graph 3.13: Changing Heights of Americans, 1794–1931 (in Centimeters) by
Birth Cohorts.

in the American population.68 The ultimate height achieved by an
adult is a function of both genetics and nutrition. Nutritional defi-
ciencies in early childhood will stunt growth and cause final heights
to be less than what might have been expected. From detailed stud-
ies of numerous groups of males in the 19th century, it is evident that
there was a serious decline in stature from 1835 to the last decades
of the century (see Graph 3.13), this despite the fact that the ge-
netic pool was essentially the same for most of the period. In fact,
average North American heights do not return to the high levels
they achieved in the generation born in 1830 until a century later.

68 John Komlos, “The Height and Weight of West Point Cadets: Dietary Change
in Antebellum America,” The Journal of Economic History 47, no. 4 (December
1987), pp. 897–927; see also Robert E. Gallman, “Dietary Change in Antebellum
America,” The Journal of Economic History 56, no. 1 (March 1996), pp. 193–
201; and the response of John Komlos, “Anomalies in Economic History: Toward
a Resolution of the ‘Antebellum Puzzle’ ” The Journal of Economic History 56,
no. 1. (March 1996), pp. 202–14.
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In each generation after that date, there was a decline in heights that
did not change direction until the 1880s.

Thus, in the midst of growth and plenty, the United States was be-
coming like other advanced 19th-century societies – with a mortality
rate stabilized at a higher level than in the colonial period. Its fertility
rate still remained higher than the European norm, although it was
declining ever more rapidly by midcentury and would reach United
Kingdom levels by the 1870s. It was also a population progressively
moving west along the entire coastline and one that was beginning
to achieve European levels of urbanization. Finally, it was a nation
that would soon enter a massive Civil War over the definition of one
part of its population, that of the African Americans.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-04 CB666-Klein-v4 January 14, 2004 15:6

C H A P T E R F O U R

The Creation of an Industrial

and Urban Society, 1860–1914

The period from 1860 to 1914 was marked by a series of short-
term fluctuations and long-term demographic changes in the na-
tional population. The Civil War proved to be the most costly in
human life of any war suffered by the United States up to this time.
This resulted in short-term changes in mortality and fertility. In fact,
mortality remained high during most of this period, replicating the
patterns of high and fluctuating rates that were the norm for the ear-
lier 19th-century period. But all this would change profoundly after
1870, when death rates in the United States would finally begin a
steady and long-term decline. Without question this was to prove
to be the most important demographic event in this and the follow-
ing period. Other trends intensified in this second half of the 19th
century and, in turn, were influenced by new evolving forces within
national society. Clearly, fertility, which had been on a long-term de-
cline, accelerated that decline at the end of this period and seemed
to be more influenced by urban and modern economic factors than
had traditionally been the case. Also, the mechanism of controlling
natality seem to be changing in important ways in this period, with
marital fertility itself declining. These rates also finally reached the
low western European levels by the last decade of the century. Abo-
lition of slavery led to profound changes in African American liter-
acy, labor participation, and conditions of health and welfare. Other
long-term trends were accelerated in this period, from increased in-
ternational immigration to rising rates of internal migration. There
was a major shift of the national population into urban centers, es-
pecially into the large metropolises, as never before. In these various

107
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areas of demographic change, many of the trends that had been es-
tablished earlier in the century were now much accelerated as the
United States closed its continental frontier and became a primarily
urbanized and industrial society similar to other such societies in the
North Atlantic world.

The period opened up with one of the bloodiest wars in American
history. The American Civil War, so destructive of life and property
in the short run, nevertheless had little impact on long-term trends
in American demographic history. Its immediate demographic effects
were quite pronounced, however. The conscription of almost half
of the eligible young adult males had a negative effect on fertility,
and their high rate of deaths had a positive effect on mortality in
the first half of the 1860s. It is estimated that the war caused the
mobilization of 2.6 million men and that the total number of deaths
on both sides was 618,000, with roughly another 472,000 wounded.1

This was out of a population of 32 million, of whom some 5.8 million
were white males aged 15–39 in 1860. This meant that a ratio of
1 in 5 young white males then resident in the country either died
or were wounded in the war, which was the highest such ratio ever
recorded in an American war. In fact, in no U.S. war, including that
of Vietnam, were American causalities so high in absolute numbers.2

Births declined during the war by an estimated 10%, resulting in half
a million lost births, and the first two years of the war were the lowest
in terms of the arrival of European immigrants from 1844 to 1931.
In all, among deaths, lost births, and lost immigrant population, the
war probably led to a deficit of 3 million people in 1870.3 Although

1 Claudia D. Goldin and Frank D. Lewis, “The Economic Cost of the Ameri-
can Civil War: Estimates and Implications,” The Journal of Economic History 35,
no. 2 (June 1975), pp. 299–326.

2 In WWI, under 6% of American troops mobilized were killed or wounded, and
in WWII, less than 1% of the young male population of the country aged 15 to
44 years were killed or wounded. Colin Clark, Population Growth and Land Use,
2nd ed. London: MacMillan Press, 1977, p. 122.

3 Stanley L. Engerman, “The Economic Impact of the Civil War,” in Ralph An-
dreano, ed., The Economic Impact of the American Civil War, 2nd ed. Cambridge,
Mass.: Schenkman, 1967, pp. 188–209, and Chester W. Wright, “The More En-
during Economic Consequences of America’s Wars,” The Journal of Economic
History 3 (Suppl) (December 1943), pp. 9–26.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-04 CB666-Klein-v4 January 14, 2004 15:6

THE CREATION OF AN INDUSTRIAL AND URBAN SOCIETY 109

18
55

18
57

18
59

18
61

18
63

18
65

18
67

18
69

18
71

18
73

18
75

18
77

18
79

18
81

18
83

18
85

18
87

18
89

18
91

18
93

18
95

18
97

18
99

19
01

19
03

19
05

19
07

19
09

19
11

19
13

19
14

25

30

35

40

45

Births per 1,000 resident population

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

5.0

5.5

6.0

Total Fertility Rate

Crude Birth Rate Total Fertility Rate

Source: Coale and Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population, Tables 1 and 2.

Graph 4.1: Crude Birth Rate for White Population, 1855–1914.

there was the usual spike in postwar birth rates in the late 1860s and
early 1870s, general fertility rates thereafter continued their long-
term secular decline for the rest of the century (see Graph 4.1).

The other major demographic effect of the war, of course, was the
abolition of slavery. The defeat of the Confederacy led to a basic
change in the southern labor force. Whereas the slaves had the high-
est labor participation ratios ever recorded, with the economically
active population being close to 80% of the total population, eman-
cipation led to a massive withdrawal of female and dependent child
and aged labor from this agricultural workforce.4 Women no longer
worked in field gangs and children and older persons were no longer
made to work as they had before. Thus, among the former slaves, the
ratio of economically active to nonactive population now fell to be-
low 60% – the norm for most premodern agricultural populations.5

But the expected out-migration of ex-slaves from the old plantation

4 On slave labor participation rates, see Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. En-
german, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (Boston:
Little, Brown, 1974), pp. 207–209.

5 In Latin America, for example, the average of the economically active popu-
lation (15–64 years) in 1950 was 55% for both Brazil and Bolivia. See United
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regions, a pattern that occurred in Brazil and Cuba after emancipa-
tion, did not occur here.6 The promised Republican Party program
of 40 acres and a mule was never delivered to the ex-slaves, and the
majority of them entered freedom without savings and with little
human capital. Ex-slaves had few skills and no literacy to bring to
the free labor market. At the same time, they were forced to com-
pete against better educated immigrant labor everywhere, even in
the southern cities. Finally, the survival of racism from the slave era
placed blockages in all markets against physical and economic mo-
bility for African Americans. This racist reaction of the white popu-
lation tended to deny African Americans the same physical and eco-
nomic mobility that native-born whites and foreign-born immigrants
were experiencing and reduced their access to farm lands, especially
in the expanding western frontier. Faced with few alternatives, the
ex-slaves were forced to negotiate sharecropping deals with their old
masters on the traditional estates. In this situation, the majority of
the ex-slaves stayed in the areas in which they were emancipated
and often continued as sharecroppers on the very same farms they
had worked as slaves. Whereas 93% of the African American pop-
ulation, free and slave, had been living in the confederate states in
1860, an extraordinary 91% of this population still lived in these
same states in 1900.7

The Civil War also seriously changed the balance of economic
forces by region within the country. The war lowered growth rates
of the economy as a whole in this period, but, most importantly of
all, the emancipation of the slaves, the major property destruction,

Nations: Demographic Yearbook, Historical Supplement. New York: United Nations
Publications, 2000, Table 3.

6 On the comparative experience of emancipation see Herbert S. Klein and Stan-
ley L. Engerman, “The Transition from Slave to Free Labor: Notes on a Compar-
ative Economic Model,” in M. Moreno Fraginals, Frank Moya Pons and Stan-
ley L. Engerman, eds., Between Slavery and Free Labor: The Spanish Speaking
Caribbean in the Nineteenth Century. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1985, pp. 255–69.

7 Richard H. Steckel, “The African American Population of the United States,
1790–1920,” in Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, eds., A Popula-
tion History of North America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000,
Table 10.7, pp. 462–63.
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and the high war costs all had a long-term negative impact on the
southern economy.8 This would turn the South into the most back-
ward region of the nation for another century with a consequent im-
pact on basic demographic indices related to health and the stan-
dard of living. But for the nation as a whole, within a decade of the
war, the temporary deviation in fertility, mortality, and immigration
trends had changed back to long-range patterns, with mortality re-
turning to steady although high levels and fertility continuing a secu-
lar decline after a short spike in rates following the war. In both cases,
the white part of the American population in the post–Civil War so-
ciety finally began to move in a rhythm closer to that of the other
developing industrial societies of the North Atlantic world. The pop-
ulation became progressively more urban and that urban population
was more and more located in ever-larger cities. Fewer workers were
now to be found on farms and more were employed in industry than
ever before. With these trends in births and deaths the United States
by the last quarter of the 19th century finally began to look like
England.

But given that North American fertility rates remained higher
than the European norm despite their declining trend, the annual
natural growth rates of the resident population remained slightly
higher than the norm in Europe, even though Europe was now reach-
ing historical growth rate levels in this period. Aside from the fact
that the American fertility rates in the early postwar period contin-
ued at levels higher than those of most European countries, immi-
grant workers from Europe continued to arrive in ever larger num-
bers, so that the total growth rates of the population would remain
above the contemporary growth rates experienced by the European
populations until the last quarter of the century. Although natural
growth rates finally dipped below 3% between 1850 and 1860 and
then dropped below 2% per annum between 1880 and 1890, total
growth of the national population was sustained at the over 2% per
annum level until the end of the century because of the increasing

8 Claudia Dale Goldin, “The Economics of Emancipation,” The Journal of Eco-
nomic History 33, no. 1 (March 1973), pp. 66–85; and Engerman, “The Economic
Impact of the Civil War.”
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importance of foreign immigrants, who accounted for as much as a
third of total growth in this period.9

The one index that would begin to change in profound ways af-
ter the Civil War was the mortality rate, which by the late 1870s
was finally beginning its long-term secular decline. Mortality in the
19th century, as best as can be estimated without a national vital
statistics registration system,10 was the one rate that exhibited no
clear trends until late in the 19th century. Most recent commen-
tators, using small population samples, model life tables, or other
indirect measures or estimations, suggest that mortality rose in the
first half of the 19th century and then probably stabilized at higher
than late-18th-century levels until the last quarter of the 19th cen-
tury, when these rates finally followed the trends of the European
nations and returned to the lower late-18th-century figures. Thus,
it would appear that rates of mortality in the United States moved
in a direction opposite to those of northern Europe in most of the
century. Only after the late 1870s, when the mortality rates in the
United States finally began their long-term decline, did these mor-
tality indices come into harmony with the trends in the advanced
North Atlantic countries. From declining average male heights to
mortality rates estimated from various samples of the population, it
was seen that there was an increase in mortality and a decline in
life expectancy and the standard of living of the American popula-
tion from the early 1800s until after the Civil War. It was only a full
decade after the war that these indices began to change in a more
positive direction.
9 In England, rates were at the 1.2% per annum range for most of the century and

especially in the last quarter; see E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Popu-
lation History of England, 1541–1871: A Reconstruction. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989, p. 187. Rates for the other major countries of Europe
were at or below that of England. See Franz Rothenbacher, The Societies of Eu-
rope: The European Population 1845–1945. New York: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2002,
Appendix, national population tables.

10 The national censuses had only “grossly deficient” data on death and “as late
as 1880 only two states, Massachusetts and New Jersey, maintained adequate
systems of death registration . . . .” Robert Higgs, “Cycles and Trends of Mortality
in 18 Large American Cities, 1871–1900,” Explorations in Economic History 16,
no. 4 (October 1979), p. 382.
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As might be expected, the national levels of mortality included
wide variation by subsections of the resident population. It has been
suggested that although in Europe class and wealth were beginning
to influence mortality more than place of residence, in the pre-1900
United States, residence and race were apparently still more influ-
ential than economic position in affecting mortality.11 It is thought
that the fact that European countries were far more urbanized than
the United States at this time may have been a major cause for this
difference.12 It will be evident when this problem is studied further in
the 20th century that place of residence will have less and less signif-
icance over time and that occupation and income will become ever
more important determinants of mortality differences as the United
States moves closer to being a predominantly urban society in the
first half of the 20th century.13 In the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, regional differences had declined considerably and the spread
between urban and rural mortality was declining. But the remaining
differences in mortality based on a person’s residence still seems to
have had a primary influence on morality.

With the urban population doubling from 20% of the national
total in 1860 to 40% in 1900, the level of urban mortality began to
influence national patterns. There were, of course, some significant
changes within urban centers, which began to affect mortality in the
late 19th century. The introduction of clean water supplies and the
development of modern sanitation facilities all led to a decline in

11 One of the most complete studies of mortality in the late 19th century, based on
a public use sample of individuals in the 1900 census, argued that residence was
more important than class in influencing mortality in the late 19th century. See
Samuel H. Preston and Michael R. Haines, Fatal Years, Child Mortality in Late
Nineteenth-Century America. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991.

12 This has been suggested as one of the causal differences, although it has also
been suggested that the United States possibly had lesser class inequalities in
relation to health. By the turn of the century, England and Wales were 71% ur-
ban, compared to only 40% urban in the United States. See Preston and Haines,
Fatal Years, p. 178, and Michael R. Haines, “Inequality and Childhood Mortal-
ity: A Comparison of England and Wales, 1911, and the United States, 1900,”
The Journal of Economic History 45, no. 4 (December 1985), pp. 885–912.

13 See Robert M. Woodbury, Infant Mortality and Its Causes. Baltimore: Williams &
Wilkins, 1926, and Chapter 5.
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infectious diseases, which most immediately reduced infant and child
mortality. It has been estimated that the trend, after a sharp rise in
urban mortality in the early 1870s, was downward and that overall
crude death rates fell by a fifth from 1870 to 1900 – or from 25 per
thousand for some eighteen cities with complete death registration
to roughly 20 per thousand in 1900.14 Nevertheless, the urban–rural
differential was still significant until well into the 20th century. In
1900–1902, for example, rural men could expect 54 years of life at
birth, whereas those born in the cities had an expectation of only
44 years. For women, the differences were 55 years for rural women
and just 48 years for urban women.15 Moreover, the larger the city,
the higher was the mortality.16

Another major population group whose death rates remained dif-
ferent from the national average, let alone from the rural population
in general, were the African Americans, whose overall mortality re-
mained higher than the national average even though they were the
most rural of North American populations. Here, class combined
with race would have a more profound impact than urban and ru-
ral or regional residence, the factors that most influenced mortality
differences in the 19th century. Thus, in terms of both infant mor-
tality and life expectancy, in general, African Americans did worse
than white Americans. In 1850, for example, black infant mortal-
ity was estimated at 340 deaths per thousand live births that oc-
curred in that year, which was a third higher than the white infant
mortality rate of 216 deaths per thousand live births and much higher

14 Higgs, “Cycles and Trends,” p. 391.
15 Haines suggested that the urban penalty was still 10 years difference in life ex-

pectancy in 1900–1902. Michael R. Haines, “The Urban Mortality Transition in
the United States, 1800–1940.” Cambridge, Mass.: NBER, Historical Research
Paper No. 134, July 2001), p. 2. However, Thompson and Whelpton argued that
the difference in the combined male and female life expectancy between ur-
ban and rural America was just 8.8 years in the same period. See Warren S.
Thompson and P. K. Whelpton, Population Trends in the United States. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1933, Table 67, p. 242. Also see Michael R. Haines, “The White
Population of the United States, 1790–1920,” in Michael R. Haines and Richard
H. Steckel, eds., A Population History of North America. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000, p. 339.

16 Haines, “The Urban Mortality Transition in the United States,” p. 2.
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Graph 4.2: Life Expectancy of Whites and Blacks in Years, 1800–1910.

than comparable European rates.17 Life expectancy for black Ameri-
cans was 23 years compared to 39.5 years for whites in the same year.
Nor did this disadvantage change over time. Although both whites
and blacks experienced declining mortality after the 1870s, by the
end of the 19th century, there was still a 10-year difference in life
expectancy between the two groups, and over the course of the next
forty years, there was little convergence in these rates by race or in
the rates of infant mortality, despite continued improvement in the
health of both races (see Graphs 4.2 and 4.3).18

Although race, region, and urban–rural differences remained to
divide subpopulations, the overall rates for all groups slowly moved

17 Michael R. Haines, “The Population of the United States, 1880–1990,”in Stan-
ley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman, eds., The Cambridge Economic History
of the United States, 3 vols. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, vol.
II, Table 4.3, p. 158. In Iceland in 1850, the infant mortality rate was 242; in
Spain, the infant mortality rate was 171; and in France, England, and Sweden,
the infant mortality rate was in the 140s in this same year. Rothenbacher, The
Societies of Europe: The European Population 1845–1945, Table 3.3, p. 27.

18 Haines and Steckel, A Population History of North America, Appendix Table A2,
p. 696.
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Graph 4.3: Infant Mortality of Whites and Blacks, 1850–1910.

downward, matching European trends, in the last quarter of the 19th
century. The crude death rate in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury went from 24 per thousand resident population in the 1870s
to 19 per thousand in the 1890s.19 Infant mortality dropped from
over 200 in 1850 to 111 per thousand births by 1900. Consequently,
life expectancy grew by over 10 years in this same period from the
lower 40s to the lower 50s for the entire population.20 These were
rates that were common in the advanced North Atlantic countries.
These declining mortality rates would, of course, have a direct im-
pact on fertility as well. It has been calculated that only 52% of the
native-born white women in Massachusetts in 1830 survived to 1874
and were thus able to complete their fertility cycle. But the rate in-
creased to 56% for those who reached 44 years of age in 1894, and
for the cohort born in 1870 and completing their fertility in 1914,
the survival rate was 60%. Although the total fertility of this group
of three generations of native-born white women – born in 1830,
19 Haines, “The Population of the United States, 1880–1990,” Table 4.1, p. 153.
20 Haines and Steckel, A Population History of North America, Appendix Table A2,

p. 696.
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1850, and 1870 – slowly declined from 3.8 to 3.4 children, because
of their lower mortality, the 1870 cohort of women in fact achieved
a higher replacement ratio than the earlier cohorts.21

The causes for this decline in mortality in the United States in the
late 19th century are much in debate. One study shows a high corre-
lation in immigration arrivals and sharp rises in mortality rates. The
argument was that immigrants were the poorest element in the soci-
ety, the ones most likely to go into urban centers, and thus the popu-
lation with the highest rates of infectious diseases despite their con-
centration in the working age groups and their lower dependency ra-
tios.22 Although immigration may explain variations from the trend,
it does not explain the causes for the long-term decline of mortality
rates that occurred at the end of this period. Moreover, one study of
late-19th-century mortality suggests that second-generation immi-
grant families had a lower level of mortality than did the native-born
Americans.23 Most probably the single major cause both here and
abroad for finally forcing down mortality was the sanitation move-
ment that began after 1880, which was responsible for slowly clean-
ing up the nations’ sewage and water supplies. In 1880, few cities
had sanitary sewers, but by 1907 every major city in the country had
them. In 1875, fewer than 35,000 urban residents had filtered wa-
ter; by 1910, the number of urbanites with access to such secure wa-
ter supplies was calculated at 10 million persons.24 As most medical

21 Peter H. Uhlenberg, “A Study of Cohort Life-Cycles: Cohorts of Native Born
Massachusetts Women, 1830–1920,” Population Studies, 23, no. 3 (November
1969), Tables 2 and A1, pp. 416, 419.

22 Higgs, “Cycles and Trends.” This is also the position taken by Richard A. Meckel,
“Immigration, Mortality and Population Growth in Boston, 1840–1880,” Journal
of Interdisciplinary History 15, no. 3 (Winter 1985), p. 416.

23 Preston and Haines found that when urban size and other factors were added,
the influence of immigrant status on child mortality tended to disappear and
most certainly was non-influential for the second generation born to immigrant
parents. See Preston and Haines, Fatal Years, pp. 146–47, 164–65.

24 Edward Meeker, “The Social Rate of Return on Investment in Public Health,
1880–1910,” Journal of Economic History 34, no. 2 (June 1974), pp. 392–93. An-
other estimate holds that 28% of the urban population was drinking filtered water
by 1917. K. Celese Gaspari and Arthur G. Woolf, “Income, Public Works and
Mortality in Early Twentieth-Century American Cities,” Journal of Economic His-
tory 45, no. 2 (June 1985), p. 356. Gaspari and Woolf, in their study, claimed that
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historians have suggested, there were few medical improvements
before the end of the 19th century that could have accounted for
this massive change.25 Although the reduction of maternal mortal-
ity at birth in the last quarter of the 19th century was fundamental
in increasing the life expectancy of adult women, the bulk of the de-
cline in mortality was due to the decline in the rates of infant and
child mortality – as it is even today in the developing world. Among
this population, the big killers were intestinal and infectious diseases
of all kinds, most of them related to poor sanitation. Another factor
causing higher rates of morbidity and mortality was nutritional defi-
ciencies. It seems evident from the changes in heights in this period
that health was related in many ways to nutritional intake. Although
famines had disappeared from Europe and America by the late 18th
century – except in the very special government-induced case of
Ireland in the 1840s – and food supplies were more than adequate,
the variation in heights suggests that dietary limitations could and
did affect health in numerous ways. Combined with poor sanitation,
these nutritional deficiencies may have had a profound impact on
morbidity and mortality rates.26 Consequently, the rising heights of
male cohorts born after the Civil War suggest an improvement in nu-
tritional standards for the American population. With better trans-
portation and better food preservation techniques developing in the
second half of the 19th century, the North American populations
were better fed than previously, and the food they consumed was less
prone to carry disease. These changes in food and water supplies may
have helped reduce the level of mortality in the population.

The post–Civil War period was also one in which the birth rates,
which had been falling for most of the century, finally reached the

miles of sewer piping had more of an impact on mortality than filtered drinking
water.

25 Henry F. Dowling, Fighting Infection. Conquests of the Twentieth Century. Boston:
Harvard University Press, 1977, chapter 1.

26 For the relationship between nutrition status as measured by height and mor-
tality, see Robert William Fogel, “Nutrition and the Decline in Mortality Since
1700: Some Preliminary Findings,” in Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gall-
man, eds., Long-Term Factors in American Economic Growth. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1986, pp. 439–556.
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Graph 4.4: Foreign and Native-Born Total Fertility per Woman in Massachusetts
for Cohorts Born 1830–1890.

level of the advanced European nations, with the result that the nat-
ural growth rates finally fell in line with those of Europe at the end of
the 19th century. This declining rate of natural population growth
seriously affected total growth rates, despite the increasing volume
of European immigration, which now accounted for between a third
and a quarter of the total growth in the national population in this
last quarter of the century.27 Although immigrants tended to have
higher birth rates than native North Americans in the first genera-
tion of arrivals (see Graph 4.4), the experience in the 19th and 20th
centuries is that by the second generation, birth rates approached

27 Although birth registrations in the 19th century were as inadequate as death
enumerations and were not really fully developed on a national level until the
1930s when most states entered a Birth Registration Area, demographers have
been able to use the child–women ratios – available from the actual census – as a
reasonable proxy of fertility, although with the proviso that mortality rates could
influence the resulting figures. Given the lack of mortality rates for the various
age categories of children and women, most demographers have assumed such
rates from hypothetical model life tables developed for known world populations.
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Graph 4.5: Crude Birth Rates of Whites and Blacks, 1800–1910.

those of the natives.28 In any case, given their relatively mod-
est importance within the national population, foreign-born first-
generation residents had only a moderate affect on long-term trends.
The same can be said for the black fertility rates, which remained
higher than those of whites throughout the 19th century (see Graph
4.5) but which accounted for only a small proportion of total births,
because African Americans represented only 14.1% of the popula-
tion in 1860 and just 11.6% in 1900.

As early as the last years of the 1860s, the total fertility rate
of American women had dropped to a level below that of the ad-
vanced Scandinavian countries and England. But this was due to
the impact of the Civil War on the fertility behavior of American
women. The postwar rise in births, a traditional response to the re-
turn of the veterans to their families in the age of mass conscription,
moved American rates again to levels above those of Europe. But this

28 For a full discussion of this theme of first and second generation immigrant fer-
tility, see Chapter 5.
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Graph 4.6: Total Fertility Rate of U.S. White Women Compared to Select Euro-
pean Countries, 1855–1910.

reversal of the long-term trend of decline was only temporary, and
from the last years of the 1870s, the total fertility rates in the United
States dropped to 4.5 children per woman and finally and perma-
nently reached a rate at or below that of the advanced European
countries and in line with England itself. The only exception, and
a unique one, was that of France, which had the advanced world’s
lowest rates of reproduction for the entire century (see Graph 4.6).

The cause for this decline in reproduction among American
women is probably related to the changes in the demand for edu-
cation, housing, and employment associated with increasing urban-
ization and industrialization then occurring in the North American
society and economy. The escape valve of the frontier migrations
with their usually higher rates of fertility was coming to an end and
the frontier would cease to exist altogether by the end of the century.
The increasing density of Western settlement began moving Western
population fertility rates toward those of the Eastern Seaboard. The
movement of the national population off the farms and into the cities
was also beginning to affect rates of reproduction quite dramatically,
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as it did in the rest of the industrialized world. Whereas land tenure
was probably the most important factor influencing the trend in de-
clining rates in the first half of the 19th century, by the second half
of the century, these new factors of urban residence and non-farm
occupations were beginning to have much more of an impact.

By the last decade of the century, the U.S. fertility rates matched
those of western Europe, the leaders in the final phase of the demo-
graphic transition. In this phase (see Graph 3.4 earlier) the stabi-
lization of death rates in the late 18th and early 19th centuries was
not matched by a fall in traditionally high fertility rates, which re-
sulted in ever-increasing annual rates of natural growth. Only at the
end of the 19th century did European populations respond to these
high growth rates by beginning to curtail their fertility rates. Eng-
land was one of the first of the western European nations to respond
to these changes in the post-1870 period and is held as a model for
the transition, which now occurred among all the advanced indus-
trial societies of Europe. This pattern of fertility decline then passed
from western Europe to eastern and Mediterranean Europe at the end
of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries. In turn, this has
been the standard experience of most developing countries in the
late 20th century. Only two nations are exceptional to this norm.
The first is France, where fertility began to decline at the end of the
18th century, long before mortality rates stabilized and long before
growth rates reached unusually high levels. The other, of course, was
the United States. Whereas France was at modern levels of low fer-
tility by the 1840s, it would take the United States until the 1890s to
reach these low rates.29 But in both cases, the trend and timing were

29 By 1845–1849, France reached a total fertility rate of 3.5 children per women
who had completed their fertility. Jean-Claude Chesnais, The Demographic Tran-
sition . . . 1720–1984. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992, Table 11.1, p. 323. On
the various causes proposed for explaining the unusually early French decline –
which include questions of partible inheritance, access to land, population den-
sity, wars, revolution, and an early secularization of society – see the discussion
in Chesnais, The Demographic Transition, pp. 333–40; also see Etienne van de
Walle, “Alone in Europe: The French Fertility Decline until 1850,” in Charles
Tilly, ed., Historical Studies of Changing Fertility. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1978, pp. 257–88.
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identical; in both societies, fertility declined before mortality sta-
bilized or declined. Although the initiation of the fertility decline
in both France and the United States was tied to questions of land
tenure and access to resources in the then primarily rural-agricultural
societies, the increased intensity of the fertility decline in the late
19th century is tied to questions of the changing nature of North
American society.

In 1860, the United States was still a largely agricultural society.
Only 20% of the population resided in towns of 2,500 or more, and
48% of the labor force were still engaged in agriculture. Although
manufactures had been growing, industry still absorbed only 18% of
the economically active labor force. By 1900, a third of the popula-
tion resided in towns and cities, and a significant 31% of all persons
resided in cities of 100,000 or more population, up from just 10%
of the national population in 1860.30 Equally, the ratio of the eco-
nomically active population engaged in agriculture now dropped to
37%.31 Clearly, there was a major shift in the last half of the 19th
century, which finally pushed the national population into being de-
fined as primarily nonrural and nonagricultural, with the trends all
moving toward further urbanization and a declining importance for
rural labor in the national labor force. All of these trends influenced
the American populations in their birth, death, and growth rates,
making the United States indistinguishable from the other leading
industrializing nations of the period.

The dominant hypotheses about this decline have suggested that
land availability was the primary concern, along with the desire to
maintain family wealth in the face of very large families and the need
to accommodate all children.32 To these traditional rural land tenure

30 Data taken from Historical Statistics, Table A 57–72.
31 Data taken from Historical Statistics, Table F 250–261.
32 Yasukichi Yasuba, Birth Rates of the White Population in the United States, 1800–

1860: An Economic Study. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1962, chapter
5; and the essays of Richard A. Easterlin, “Factors in the Decline of Farm Family
Fertility in the United States: Some Preliminary Research Results,” The Journal
of American History 63, no.3 (December 1976), pp. 600–14; “Population Change
and Farm Settlement in the Northern United States,” The Journal of Economic
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causes, which may have dominated in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury, were now added the concerns of housing and education costs in
the late 19th century, as more families decided that the costs of chil-
dren were increasing and there was a need for limitations if economic
viability of the family was to be maintained.33 Thus, as one source
succinctly stated, “couples strove to provide for a smaller number
of expensive, ‘high-quality’ children.”34 These cost factors and the
desire to achieve socioeconomic mobility for their children were fac-
tors that were becoming ever more important as ever more families
moved off the land to the cities.

But the question is how did this change actually occur? Given the
fact that births outside marriage remained low in all Western soci-
eties in the 19th century, it was marital fertility that was the crucial
area in which changed occurred. In populations in which no contra-
ception was being practiced, one sure way of reducing fertility was
to raise the age of marriage for women and have more women reach
the end of their fertile years without being married, thus eliminat-
ing several years of potential fertility and or reducing the number of
potential mothers. From small samples of 19th century population,
this seems to have been the case in the earlier period.35 Another
major possibility would have been to lengthen the spacing between
births and to terminate fertility at an earlier age, and this appears to
be what most influenced changing fertility rates in the second half of
the century. Data from the Mormon genealogical records suggest this

History 36, no. 1 (March 1976), pp. 45–75; and Richard A. Easterlin, George
Alter, and Gretchen A. Condran, “Farms and Farm Families in Old and New
Areas: The Northern States in 1860,” in Tamara K. Hareven and Maris A. Vi-
novskis, eds., Family and Population in Nineteenth-Century America. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1978, pp. 23–84.

33 An interesting study of the costs of children argument can be found in Stephan
Thernstrom, Poverty and Progress: Social Mobility in a Nineteenth Century City.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964.

34 Myron P. Gutmann and Kenneth H. Fliess, “The Determinants of Early Fertility
Decline in Texas,” Demography 30, no. 3 (1993), p. 444.

35 For one such study among many, see Michael B. Katz and Mark J. Stern, “Fertility,
Class and Industrial Capitalism, Erie County, New York, 1855–1915,” American
Quarterly 33, no. 1 (Spring 1981), pp. 63–92.
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actually occurred among Mormon families in the 19th century.36 It
would appear that once optimal family size was reached, the spacing
of children quickly increased and the age of the woman when her last
child was born declined.37 The Mormon data suggest that there was
little difference in spacing in the birth of the earliest children, but
that when some ideal level was reached, the spacing to the last child
increased substantially and the mothers age when she had her last
child declined. All this suggests a voluntary attempt to control fertil-
ity, which resulted in last children being born to mothers significantly
younger than what one could expect on biological grounds alone.

It is evident, as well, that for the reasons suggested by demo-
graphic historians, native-born whites were leading the way with a
new cultural norm of relatively small families and that this model
was quickly adopted by the arriving immigrants as a better model
than that which they brought with them from their home coun-
tries. It appears, from numerous local studies, that there were un-
even rates of change within the population, based on origins, so-
cioeconomic conditions, and religion. Evidently, elites were more
concerned with wealth issues than the poor, and initially the Protes-
tants were more willing to control fertility than were the Catholics.
Immigrants were slower to change than natives, and rural persons
were slower to change than were the urban residents, although all
were moving in the same direction throughout the North Atlantic
world by the last quarter of the 19th century.38 It would appear that

36 Douglas L. Anderton and Lee L. Bean, “Birth Spacing and Fertility Limitation: A
Behavioral Analysis of a Nineteenth Century Frontier Population,” Demography
22, no. 2 (May 1985), pp. 169–83.

37 In rural western Massachusetts, these were the preferred mechanisms for reduc-
ing fertility. See H. Temkin-Greener and A. C. Swedlund, “Fertility Transition in
the Connecticut Valley, 1740–1850,” Population Studies 32, no. 1 (March 1978),
pp. 27–41. It has also been suggested that induced abortions may have accounted
for just under half of all avoided births by ever-married women in an 1858 cohort.
Warren C. Sanderson, “Quantitative Aspects of Marriage Fertility and Family
Limitation in Nineteenth Century America: Another Application of the Coale
Specifications,” Demography 16, no. 3 (August 1979), pp. 339–58.

38 For a detailed case study of ethnicity, origins, residence, and fertility in this pe-
riod, see Myron P. Gutmann and Kenneth H. Fliess, “The Determinants of Early
Fertility Decline in Texas,” Demography 30, no. 3 (August 1993), pp. 443–57.
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the age of first marriage for women was rising through most of the
19th century, although the ratio of women never married was only
very moderately increasing in this period. But these changes, espe-
cially the ratio of never married (well below 10% for most of the
19th century) in and of themselves were no longer the primary form
of control.39 It has been estimated that three quarters of the decline
in fertility in the 19th century came from changes in marital fertil-
ity rates (due to changes in child spacing and the earlier termina-
tion of fertility among married women) and only about a quarter was
due to changes in marriage rates (that is, in the age of marriage and
the ratio of women ever married).40 Rather, the spacing of children
became ever more important in controlling fertility. This, in turn,
suggests the beginnings of a significant usage of some form of con-
traceptive method by the North American population well before
the end of the 19th century. Also, the decline in fertility was in-
creasing in rapidity in the second half of the 19th century. Whereas
the total fertility dropped 25% from 1800 to 1855, it declined by
a third between 1855 and 1900.41 All this influenced the median
age of the population, given the declining number of children being
born in this period. By 1850, the median age of the resident pop-
ulation recorded in the U.S. census was 18.9 years (up 3 years from
1820), and by 1900, it had risen to 22.9 years.42 As can be seen when

39 Michael R. Haines, “Long Term Marriage Patterns in the United States from
Colonial Times to the Present” Cambridge, Mass.: NBER, Historical Research
Paper No. 80, March 1996), p. 3. It has been estimated that the age of marriage
in the United States was 19.5 years in 1800, rose to 21.4 years by 1870, and
probably peaked for this period in 1910 at 22.3 years (Sanderson data cited in
Table 4 in Haines, “Long Term Marriage Patterns”) According to the Bureau of
the Census, by 1890 the age of first marriage for women reached a high of 22.0
years and reached its lowest modern level of 20.1 years in 1956. But by today’s
standards of 25.1 years, this was still not an all-time high figure. See U.S. Census
Bureau, “Estimated Median Age at First Marriage, by Sex: 1890 to the Present,”
Internet Release date: June 29, 2001, Table MS-2.

40 Warren C. Sanderson, “Quantitative Aspects of Marriage, Fertility and Family
Limitation in Nineteenth Century America: Another Application of the Coale
Specifications,” Demography 16, no. 3 (August 1979), p. 343.

41 Ansley J. Coale and Melvin Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population in
the United States. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963, Table 2, p. 36.

42 Data taken from Historical Statistics, Table Series A 143–57.
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Graph 4.7: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1870.

comparing the age structures of the U.S. population in 1870 and
1900 with that in 1910 (see Graphs 4.7 through 4.9), declining birth
rates were having an impact on the structure of the age pyramid, re-
ducing the base of the pyramid and moving the United States slowly
to a more modern posttransitional model of age distributions.

During all this period there was also a steady increase in the num-
ber of arriving immigrants, with Europeans still predominating as the
primary source of these immigrants. Between 1850 and 1915, more
than 40 million Europeans migrated to the Americas. Of this num-
ber, 28 million would come to the United States, the largest receiv-
ing nation in the region (see Graph 4.10).43 But in the second half
of the 19th century, there was a major change in the origin of these
European immigrants. Whereas the emigration of northern Euro-
peans, those from the British islands, Scandinavia, and the German
regions had predominated up until the 1870s, after 1880 there was
a massive arrival of southern and eastern Europeans. As the demo-
graphic transition began affecting these regions in the second half
of the 19th century, growth rates of the local resident populations
43 Imre Ferenczi and Walter F. Willcox, International Migrations, 2 vols. New York:

National Bureau of Economic Research, 1929, vol. I, Table 6, pp. 236–37.
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Graph 4.8: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1900.

of the Iberian Peninsula, Italy, Greece, the Ottoman regions of the
Middle East in the Mediterranean region, and regions of the Russian
empire and Poland in eastern Europe began to outpace the capac-
ity of their newer and growing older cities to absorb this population.
With Argentina, Brazil, and Canada entering the market for workers
along with the United States in this same period and with all ini-
tially paying wages higher than those being offered in Europe, there
was an outpouring of immigrant workers from these newer areas of
Europe. At the same time, northern European wages were beginning
to reach Western Hemisphere levels, which resulted in the conse-
quent slowing of emigration from these traditional northern early
19th century sources.44 The change was rapid. In the decade of the
1870s, the so-called New Immigrants from southern and eastern Eu-
rope represented just 6% of all immigrants arriving to ports of the

44 For the latest modeling of this emigration, see Timothy J. Hatton and Jeffrey G.
Williamson, “What Drove the Mass Migrations from Europe in the Late Nine-
teenth Century?” Population and Development Review 20, no. 3 (September 1994),
pp. 533–59.
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Graph 4.9: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1910.

United States. In the next decade, the southern and eastern Euro-
peans jumped to 18% of all migrants and then spurted to over half
of all arrivals by the 1890s, far surpassing that of the old northern
Europeans. By the first decade of the 20th century, they made up
two-thirds of all of all migrants arriving in the ports of the United
States (Graph 4.11).45

Thus, the period after 1880 would usher in a new period of in-
ternational migration to the United States, the era of the “New Im-
migrants.” This migration proved to be even more intense than the
earlier movements, and it was more urban in direction than the ear-
lier foreign migrations. The intensity of this immigration meant that
the relative importance of the foreign-born population within the
United States also rapidly increased. In 1850, the 2.2 million for-
eign born residing in the United States represented only 10% of the

45 U.S. Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical
Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (1998), p. 19. For the lat-
est survey of this immigration experience, see Walter Nugent, Crossings: The
Great Transatlantic Migrations, 1870–1914. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1992.
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Graph 4.10: Share of European Immigration by American Receiving Country by
Quinquenium, 1821–1911.

total resident population, but by 1890, there were 9.2 million such
foreign-born persons in the United States and they now accounted
for 15% of the population, a ratio that they would roughly maintain
until 1910.46 Of these foreign born in 1850, 92% were coming from
Europe, and Europeans still represented 87% of all foreign born in
1910. The next major group of nonnatives were the Canadian immi-
grants who, throughout the last half of the 19th century and to 1914,
represented roughly 10% of all immigrants. By 1910, there were also
the first indications of a new migration with 2% of the immigration
now coming from Latin America and another percentage and a half
coming from Asia.47

46 Campbell J. Gibson and Emily Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the
Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850–1990,” Population Divi-
sion, Working Paper No. 29; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C.,
February 1999, Table 1.

47 Gibson and Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born,”
Table 2.
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Graph 4.11: Origins of Arriving Immigrants to the United States, 1821–1920.

Like all immigrants before or after this period, there were more
males among the arriving migrants than females and they were pri-
marily working age adults. But compared to immigrants in the earlier
republican period, there were now fewer families, more persons trav-
eling alone, and many fewer children. There were also fewer farmers
and far more manual laborers in this post-1880 migration compared
to those arriving in the 1830s and 1840s.48 The median age for both
foreign-born men and foreign-born women in 1880 was 38 years of
age, over 17 years older than the median age of the national popu-
lation in that period. Although the median age of the national pop-
ulation by 1910 rose 4 years to 24 years of age and the foreign-born
average fell 1 year in this period, they were was still 13 years older,
on average, than the national median age in the first decade of the
20th century. Their sex ratio was 119 men to 100 arriving women,
compared to the national ratio in 1890 of just 103 males to every

48 Charlotte J. Erickson, “Emigration from the British Isles to the USA in 1841:
Part 1. Emigration from the British Isles,” Population Studies 43 (1989), p. 380.
She argued that there is a general consensus about the differences of the migrants
of the 1880s from those of the 1830s.
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Graph 4.12: Age Pyramid of the Foreign-Born Population in 1880.

100 females in the national population, and this difference, in fact,
increased by 1910 as the arriving immigrants had 131 males for ev-
ery 100 females, compared to a national total of just 106 males per
100 females.49 This bias in age and sex can be seen in their age and
sex structure in the age pyramids for the foreign-born population in
1880 and in 1910 (see Graphs 4.12 and 4.13). Such an age struc-
ture made the reproduction of the arriving population quite difficult
to achieve without a constant feeding in of new immigrants and, in
this, the post-1880 migration much resembled the earlier African
slave migration.

The new immigrants of the post-1880 period were no longer going
to the same American regions as the pre-1880 immigrants and they
were no longer concentrated on the Eastern Seaboard. Although the
old and new European immigrants kept going to the North – 88%
were found in the northern states in 1850 and 86% in 1900 – they
were now residing farther from the coast. The middle western states,
which in 1850 held only 29% of these foreign-born residents, by 1900
49 Gibson and Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born,” Table 7;

and Historical Statistics of the United States, Table A 143–157 and Table A 119–
134.
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Graph 4.13: Age Pyramid of the Foreign-Born Population in 1910.

contained some 46% of these foreign born, with their ratio in the
Northeast correspondingly declining.50 These foreign born were also
far more urban oriented than the rest of the population, with only
a third living in rural areas in 1900 compared to 64% of the native
born who declared a rural residence. As early as 1870, over a quarter
of them resided in cities of 100,000 or more (compared to just 8% of
the native born), and by 1910, some 44% were residing in these large
cities (again compared to only 18% of the native-born residents).51

This far more urban residence, of course, directly affected the mor-
tality rates of the foreign born, who – even controlling for their
older ages – had higher mortality rates than the native-born pop-
ulation. But these immigrants also brought with them an experience
of higher fertility rates as well, especially as many of them came from
the rural areas of Europe. But their predominantly urban residence
in the United States would hasten them to adapt to the native-born

50 Gibson and Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born,”
Table 14.

51 Gibson and Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the Foreign-Born,”
Table 18.
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fertility and family models and by the second generation, their family
sizes were often below that of the native born.

Immigrants were not the only ones moving westward in the
United States in the second half of the 19th century. The ongoing
movement to the cheaper lands of the frontier also continued to at-
tract the native-born white population. Of the major components of
the United States population in this period, the most mobile were
the native-born whites and the least mobile were the blacks, almost
all of whom were native born in the post–Civil-War period. Whereas
the African Americans were concentrated in the South and showed
few signs of geographic mobility and immigrants tended to congre-
gate in the northern seacoast states and the Midwest, the native-
born whites moved everywhere land and economic opportunity were
available.

The movement of the “center” of population in United States re-
flected this. Until 1800, the center of the national population was
estimated to be in Maryland. In 1810, the center moved toward
Loudon County in Virginia. From 1810 to 1850, it moved westward
through West Virginia and reached just north of Cincinnati, Ohio
by 1870. By 1890, it was in eastern Indiana and by 1910, it was cen-
tered in Bloomington, Indiana.52 This reflected a basic change in
the regional distribution of the population. The Western states were
growing rapidly in the period from 1860 to 1910 and increasing their
share of total national population from 15% to 30% by 1910 (see
Graph 4.14). But over time, as population densities increased in the
new regions and divisions, sex ratios moved toward balance as more
locally born populations began to outnumber the recent migrants
and the urban centers began to expand to contain an ever increas-
ing share of the population. This urban growth was steady but slow,
and the North Central and Western states did not achieve the over-
50% urban ratio that the Northeast achieved in 1880 until after 1910
(Graph 4.15). What is most impressive about this movement in all
regions, was how little the South changed. Its relative share of the
total population remained the same in this period, clearly reflecting

52 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990 Census of Population and Housing, “1990 Pop-
ulation and Housing Unit Counts: United States,” (CPH-2).
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Graph 4.14: Relative Share of Total Population by Division, 1860–1910.

its own rapid native population growth rate. But it was far less urban
than the rest of the nation and its urbanization by 1910 was half that
of the West or North Central states.

This migration of persons out of their places of birth was a con-
stant in 19th- and 20th-century America. By the end of the cen-
tury, all the continental states were fully formed and clearly defined
regions existed. In terms of the native white population, there was
a clear tendency for the Eastern Seaboard to lose population and
for the western part of the Middle West and the Mountain and Pa-
cific states to gain population. In comparing the net migration rates
of the states at the two ends of this period, those for the decade of
1870–1880 and for 1900–1910, it can be seen that the states that had
gained population in the first period lost population in the second as
the western migration continued (Maps 4.1 and 4.2).53 Minnesota,

53 The data on net-migration is taken from the census survival estimates calculated
by Everett S. Lee, et al., Population Redistribution and Economic Growth in the
United States, 1870–1950, 2 vols. Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society,
1957, vol. I Table 1.12, p. 78.
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Graph 4.15: Percentage of the Population that was Urban by Region, 1860–1910.

for example, was a major gainer in the first period and then began to
lose population by the later decade. The same occurred with most of
the other states in the West North Central region such as Nebraska,
Kansas, and Missouri. In turn, the Mountain and Pacific region states
continued to have major net-positive immigrant flows in both peri-
ods. But there were also local variations within regions. In New Eng-
land, Rhode Island had a consistently positive net migration in this
period, whereas New Jersey was the only Middle Atlantic state to
move toward a positive net migration. Although New Jersey began
1870–1880 with a loss of population, it proceeded to achieve posi-
tive net migration ratios in each succeeding decade. In the South,
only a few states in the West South Central region (Texas and Okla-
homa) consistently gained population, whereas almost all the other
southern states lost population through out-migration (see Maps 4.1
and 4.2).

This migration of native-born whites had a direct impact on the
overall growth of states. Although all states had a positive rate of
growth between 1860 and 1910, the growth rates were much lower
in the Eastern Seaboard and increased as one moved inland. New
England and the southern Atlantic and East South Central regions
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Graph 4.16: Per Annum Growth of Regions, 1860–1910.

all grew at rates well below the national annual average rate of
growth, and even the states of the Middle Atlantic and Eastern
North Central region barely kept pace with the national average.
But the Western, Pacific, and Mountain states all grew at rates well
above the national average (see Graph 4.16). This, of course, meant
that the relative share of the regions shifted dramatically in account-
ing for the total national population. In 1860, the Eastern seaboard
states from Maine to Florida accounted for over half of the national
population, but by 1910, their share had fallen to 41% of the na-
tional population. The Western states and those of the Pacific coast,
in contrast, went from 14% to 30% of the total population in the
same period, and, as noted earlier, these were the fastest growing re-
gions of the nation, so that the shift noted in this period would follow
a long-term trend in national population redistribution.

All this western and southwestern expansion came at the cost
of the Native American population. These Indian populations had
been progressively pushed from their lands by constant warfare
throughout the 19th century and were thus exposed to new diseases
as they in turn were forced onto reservations or off their traditional
lands and faced increasingly harsh environments. Although their
decline differed from region to region and was not simultaneous,
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the expansion of whites across America was persistent and ever in-
creasing, resulting in ever greater loss of Indian population. Of the
1.9 million Indians inhabiting North America in 1500, only half a
million could be counted by 1900, considered the nadir point for the
Amerindian populations in general. The Northwest and California,
formerly the densest regions of Indian concentration and among the
richest resource areas, were those that were most affected, losing an
estimated 89% and 95% of their original native populations by the
beginning of the 20th century. In contrast, the loss in the Eastern
and Midwestern regions was on the order of 65% to 75% in the same
period. The areas that showed the greatest survivals of Indian pop-
ulation were the southwest and the Alaskan regions, both relatively
isolated from intense white immigration.54

In contrast to the whites and even the American Indians in 19th-
century America, blacks were the most geographically immobile
group in North America. The end of slavery found most African
Americans in the South, and they were still residing there in 1910,
although even here they were a minority. In 1850, some 37% of the
southern population was listed as black, with the next most impor-
tant region of black settlement being the Northeastern states where
they represented only 2.5% of the region’s population. Because their
fertility fell behind that of the whites in the post–Civil War period,
the black share of the total population in the South actually fell to
just 29.8% by 1910, even though 91% of American blacks were still
residing in this region in this year. All recent studies have also sug-
gested that black health, in comparison to the rest of the national
population, was worse than any other group and that they suffered
higher rates of mortality and morbidity than any other part of the
national population. Average life expectancy for African American
men and women in the 19th century was in the low 30s and infant
mortality in the mid 200s per 1,000 life births. Moreover, although
female life expectancy was estimated to have risen by only one year

54 Douglas H. Ubelaker, “North American Indian Population Size, ad 1500 to
1985,” American Journal of Physical Anthropology 77, no. 3 (November 1988),
289–94.
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between 1810–1820 and 1901–1910 (to 35.7 years at birth), male
life expectancy during this century actually declined by half a year
to 32.6 years of life at birth in the later period. The relatively steady
level of crude death rates for this population – which remained at
around 30 per thousand resident population for the century – was
matched by a very significant decline in the rates of reproduction,
with the crude birth rate dropping from 22.7 to 14.0 in this same pe-
riod.55 Unlike most of the other components of the North American
population, the black fertility decline occurred without any move-
ment of the population to urban areas or any significant change of
residence or land ownership in this period.56 Black fertility also de-
clined faster than white fertility and remained below white fertil-
ity throughout this period.57 Some of this decline may have been
due to higher levels of illegitimate births, higher ratios of female-
headed households, and a higher ratio of children living away from
their mothers that occurred among blacks. In 1910, for example,
only 7% of households of native-born whites with children were
headed by a women, whereas the figure for blacks was 22%.58 As
early as 1880, some 30% of black children lived in households with-
out both parents, compared to just 13% for white children.59 Al-
though higher black mortality rates somewhat influenced these fig-
ures, most studies conclude that social and economic factors such as
differential employment opportunities for African American women

55 Jack Eblen, “New Estimates of the Vital Rates of the United States Black Popula-
tion During the Nineteenth Century,” Demography 11, no. 2 (May 1974), Tables
4–6, pp. 307–9.

56 Stanley L. Engerman, “Changes in Black Fertility, 1880–1940,” in Tamara K.
Hareven and Maris A. Vinovskis, eds., Family and Population in Nineteenth-
Century America. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978, p. 128.

57 Reynolds Farley, “The Demographic Rates and Social Institutions of the Nine-
teenth Century Negro Population: A Stable Population Analysis,” Demography
2 (1965), p. 387.

58 S. Philip Morgan, et al., “Racial Differences in Household and Family Structure
at the Turn of the Century,” American Journal of Sociology 98, no. 4 (January
1993), p. 820.

59 Steven Ruggles, “The Origins of African-American Family Structure,” American
Sociological Review 59, no. 1 (February 1994), Table 2, p. 140.
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and men, high levels of poverty, and changing attitudes toward fam-
ily and marriage among black women in this period may have been
the primary causal agents for accounting for these differences in fam-
ily structure by race so early in the postslavery period. These chang-
ing family structures may have influenced black women to reduce
their fertility long before they moved off the farms to the cities and
long before their mortality experienced changes in any appreciable
way. In turn, this declining fertility and the stable rate of mortality go
a long way to explaining the declining importance of African Amer-
icans even in the South in the half century after the end of the Civil
War.

The whole question of the geographic mobility of the resident
population of the United States in this period involved two sepa-
rate spheres. The first was the movement across county, state, and
regional boundaries; and the second was the movement from ru-
ral areas to urban centers. The physical mobility of the native- and
foreign-born populations across regions and states was matched by an
internal migration everywhere between urban and rural areas. Thus,
the second great geographic mobility that was occurring in late-19th-
century America was the growth of urban centers in general and the
movement of ever more people off the land to the cities. Between
1850 and 1910, the share of the total national population in cities
over 100,000 population went from a third to almost half of the total
urban population and their share of the national population climbed
from just 6% to 41%. The urban population (that is, persons living
in towns of 2,500 or more inhabitants) increased from 15% of the
national population in the mid-19th century to 46% of the national
population by 1910. Clearly, then, the largest “metropolises” (those
with over 100,000 population) were growing faster than the urban
population as a whole.

These expanding urban centers included not only those colonial-
founded cities of the Eastern Seaboard but also recently founded cen-
ters in the middle states of the nation. Cities such as New York, now
a world metropolis, numbered close to 5 million persons by 1910; two
other cities had over a million population: Chicago, the hub of the
Midwest with over 2 million, and Philadelphia, with one and a half
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million persons.60 These cities, in turn, were great concentrators of
immigrant population and continued to be zones of higher mortal-
ity and lower fertility than the rest of the nation and thus continued
their dependence on migration of both native-born and foreign-born
populations to maintain their growth. Although the death rates of
the urban areas were now declining from the 1870s onward, the ur-
ban penalty still was sufficiently large to account for the fact that the
population of the major cities were not self-sustaining.

Thus the period from the end of the Civil War to the eve of World
War I was one of significant demographic change for the United
States. The single most important new development was the sec-
ular decline in mortality rates for all residents of the nation, which
began after the 1870s. Until that time, the death rates in the na-
tion had been high and fluctuating with no clear trend evident after
the initial rise at the beginning of the century. The second unusual
development in this period was the fact that the black population
proved to be so immobile, compared to both the foreign-born and
native-born whites. Freedom brought little economic mobility and
even less geographic mobility to the ex-slave population. Finally, al-
though the arrival of immigrants continued to grow at a feverish pace
for most of this period, reaching its apogee in the last decade of this
period, there was a profound change in the origin of these immi-
grants. Europe was still the home of the overwhelming majority of
these immigrants. But in contrast to the earlier period, there was a
profound change in the origin of these migrants, from northern Eu-
rope to southern and eastern Europe, with only a minor contribution
of Asian and Latin American migrants. In contrast to these factors,
all the other trends noted in this period tended to continue long-
term developments. The urbanization and settlement of the Mid-
west and western United States all continued apace, especially after
the last major incorporation of Mexican territories after the War of
1846–1848. Birth rates, which had been declining throughout the
century, in this period declined at an even faster pace so that they

60 Campbell Gibson, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places
in the United States: 1790 to 1990,” Population Division Working Paper No. 27;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., June 1998, Table 14.
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now reached European levels. Finally, this meant that the United
States, even with the higher birth rates of the first-generation immi-
grants, was quickly moving toward the age structure of the advanced
European nations. Median age of the resident population was rising
steadily, and the ratio of children was declining as older age groups
increased their share of the national population.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-05 CB666-Klein-v4 January 23, 2004 15:37

C H A P T E R F I V E

The Evolution of a Modern

Population, 1914–1945

The period from the beginning of World War I to the end of World
War II is marked by several major developments. Probably the most
profound of these demographic changes is the very rapid and sus-
tained decline in mortality. Mortality rates began to fall in the last
decades of the 19th century but then started to decline at an un-
precedented pace. This trend was spearheaded by a precipitous drop
in deaths from infectious diseases, which affected all groups within
the population but was most dramatically experienced by the very
youngest persons in the population. Deaths of infants and of young
children, previously one of the most vulnerable groups in terms of
mortality, declined at a faster rate than for all other age groups. The
result of this change in traditional mortality was a steady and rapid
rise in life expectancy for every new generation born in this period.
The cause for this unprecedented and massive decline in mortality is
much debated, but it was undoubtedly related to important changes
in sanitation and later to the introduction of new medical practices.
Chlorine treatment of water became the norm in this period and
proper waste and garbage disposal in the major urban centers was
now part of every municipal agenda. Public health campaigns orga-
nized by newly founded city and state health departments also led to
improvements in the preservation and quality of food, and the pas-
teurization of milk and other dairy products became standard practice
everywhere. Finally, immunization now became a basic part of public
health systems. Up to the 1880s, there was only one vaccine avail-
able, for smallpox; there now appeared a number of crucial vaccines
that were quickly applied to the public. In the last decade of the

145
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19th century vaccines were developed for rabies, typhoid, cholera,
and the plague. Then came whooping cough vaccines in 1913 and, in
the decade of the 1920s, vaccines for diphtheria, tetanus, and tuber-
culosis.1 It now became the norm to vaccinate all children, a process
that expanded both nationally and internationally in every subse-
quent decade.

All these new and important efforts on the infectious disease front
resulted in a profound change in mortality patterns by age for the first
time in history. The age group that experienced the greatest change
in mortality in this initial period was infants and children under
5 years of age, whose mortality dropped precipitously in this period
(Graph 5.1). This can be seen in all types of statistics. For example,
in the first third of the new century, diarrhea and other intestinal dis-
orders, classic killers of children, moved from being the third lead-
ing cause of death in the United States in 1900, outdistanced only
by pneumonia/influenza and tuberculosis, to becoming an insignifi-
cant killer by 1932, when it no longer appeared on the list of the top
10 killers in the United States (Graph 5.2). The death rate for all
age groups declined by only 20% from 1914 to 1955, but that for
infants declined 60%, for children 1 to 4 years by an extraordinary
80%,2 and for youngsters 5 to 14 years by 64%. No other groups ex-
perienced this rate of decline. For example, those in the 45–54 age
group experienced a decline in age-specific death rates of just over
one quarter and those in the 55–64 age group saw their death rates
decline by only 18%.3 In 1915, the infant mortality rate for the

1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Morbidity and Mortality
Weekly Report 48, no. 12 (April 2, 1999), Table 1, p. 244. Also see Henry F.
Dowling, Fighting Infection. Conquests of the Twentieth Century. Boston: Harvard
University Press, 1977, Chapters 3 and 4.

2 The CDC estimated that the decline differed in pace over time. Whereas in-
fant mortality declined 13% in the 1915–1919 period, it dropped 21% in 1920–
1929, another 26% in 1930–1939, and an impressive 33% in the decade of the
1940s. CDC, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 48, no. 38 (October 1, 1999),
pp. 849–58. Also see Gregory L. Armstrong, “Trends in Infectious Disease Mor-
tality in the United States During the 20th century,” Journal of the American
Medical Association 281, no. 1 (January 6, 1999), pp. 61–6.

3 CDC, National Center for Health Statistics, Data Warehouse, Historical Data,
Table “Hist290. Death Rates from Selected Causes, by 10-Year Groups, Race, and
Sex: Death-Registration States, 1900–1932, and United States, 1933–1939.”
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Graph 5.1: Death Rates of Infants Under 1 Year of Age and Deaths of Children 1
to 4, 1900–1945∗ (Deaths per 1,000 in Age Group).
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Graph 5.2: Mortality Rate for Diarrhea, Enteritis, and Ulceration of the Intestines,
1900–1931 (Deaths per 100,000 Resident Population).
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Graph 5.3: Changing Mortality by Age, 1900, 1945, and 1970 (Deaths per 1,000
in Age Group).

population was 100 deaths per thousand live births, and by 1945 it
had reached 38 deaths per thousand live births – a drop of 62%.4 This
decline in the infant and child deaths meant that there was emerging
a new mortality pattern within the country and that the traditional
“U” style death curve by age was flattening out with only a minor rise
in the first few months followed by a steep drop in mortality until the
early adult years (see Graph 5.3).

There was also a profound change in the diseases that were con-
sidered major killers in this period. The big killers in 1900, for exam-
ple, were diarrhea, pneumonia/influenza, tuberculosis, and diphthe-
ria, which together accounted for over a third of all deaths in that
year.5 By 1915, diphtheria had dropped off the list of major killers
and infectious diseases now accounted for just over a quarter of all
deaths. By 1914, heart disease, which had been the fourth leading

4 U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Statistics, Table Series B136–47.
5 For a detailed examination of the differential rates of the first two of these dis-

eases in infants and children under 5 years of age compared to the rest of the
population, see Warren S. Thompson and P. K. Whelpton, Population Trends in
the United States. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1933, pp. 251–2.
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Graph 5.4: The Ten Leading Causes of Death as a Percentage of All Deaths: United
States, 1900.

killer at the beginning of the century, moved to its current position
of first place, and cancer, which had been in sixth place in 1900,
moved to its current second place position, a ranking that would re-
main unchanged into the 21st century. By 1945, infectious diseases
caused just 9% of all deaths registered that year.6 In fact, accidents
of all kinds killed more people than did either of the two leading in-
fectious diseases in that year, and cancer alone killed more than all
the infectious diseases combined (see Graphs 5.4, 5.5, and 5.6).

This major shift in the relative importance of infectious diseases,
and especially in the decline of their impact on infants and children,
had a profound influence on increasing life expectancy. Within the
period 1914 to 1945, average life expectancy rose an extraordinary
11 years for both men and women. At the beginning of the period,
it was in the low to mid-50s for both sexes and it reached into the
upper 60s by 1945.7 As was typical for most of the late 19th and all
of the 20th century, women outdistanced men in life expectancy by

6 CDC, National Center for Health Statistics, Data Warehouse, Historical Data,
Table “Leading Causes of Death 1900–1998.”

7 CDC, National Vital Statistics Report 50, no. 6 (March 21, 2002), Table 12, p. 33.
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Graph 5.5: The Ten Leading Causes of Death as a Percentage of All Deaths: United
States, 1914.
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Graph 5.7: Male and Female Life Expectancy, 1914–1945.∗

a significant degree (by a little over four years in both periods) and
this difference would increase over time (see Graph 5.7).

Although all elements in North American society experienced
falling rates of mortality in the younger age groups and the lessen-
ing impact of infectious diseases at all ages, the sharp differences
found among races, ethnic groups, and social and economic classes
remained. In fact, although region and urban residence seem to
have had more impact on mortality than class in the mid- to late-
19th century, by the 20th century, the United States was begin-
ning to look more and more like the rest of the advanced industrial
world in terms of the association of mortality levels and socioeco-
nomic class. Whether residing in an urban or rural area, the poorer
the person, the worse were their disease and mortality experience.
Although crowding in cities, with their sharp socioeconomic divi-
sions, still influenced mortality through class, the cities themselves
no longer had an infectious disease environment different from the
rural areas. Already by 1910–1914, cities (here defined as population
centers with over 10,000 persons) had lower rates of mortality for
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typhoid fever, malaria, and smallpox than did the rural areas of the
country. Diphtheria, influenza, and tuberculosis were still more urban
than rural killers, with the rates being at least a quarter above those in
the rural areas. But by 1926–1929, almost all infectious diseases were
equal in the two regions, or even favoring the urban area somewhat,
except for influenza/pneumonia, which was now only 14% higher
in the urban centers (versus double that rate in the earlier period).
Some mortality rates had even steeply reversed their urban–rural re-
lationship. Whereas deaths from diarrhea had been 29% higher in
the urban areas in the former period, they were now 23% higher in
the rural areas in the later period.8 Clearly the urban penalty in rela-
tionship to mortality was slowly disappearing, and in several diseases
most influenced by public health measures, the urban areas were in
fact doing better than the rural areas by the late 1920s.9 Equally, the
regional variations in mortality, already declining in the 19th cen-
tury, were of little consequence by midcentury.10

In contrast to the old geographic variations, the influence of class
on death was now to be quite clearly marked. Whatever the find-
ings may have suggested about the weak relationship between these
two factors in the late 19th and the early 20th centuries, by the
middle years of the century, socioeconomic class and mortality were
highly correlated. Although the quality of the death records before
the middle of the 20th century made analysis of this issue difficult,
the data generated since then has confirmed the high correlation be-
tween education and wealth and the death rates. It was estimated
that at midcentury, there was a 65% higher mortality rate for white
men under 64 years of age who had completed fewer than 5 years

8 Thompson and Whelpton, Population Trends in the United States, Table 73, p. 254.
9 By 1929, the infant mortality rate in cities fell below those in the rural areas for

the first time and kept declining until 1940. Michael R. Haines, “The Urban
Mortality Transition in the United States, 1800–1940,” NBER, Working Papers
Series, Historical Paper 134 (July 2001), Table 6.

10 Paul E. Zopf, Jr, Mortality Patterns and Trends in the United States. Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1992, pp. 55–9; also see the discussion in Evelyn M. Kita-
gawa and Philip M. Hauser, Differential Mortality in the United States: A Study in
Socioeconomic Epidemiology. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973,
Chapter 7.
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of schooling compared with those who had graduated from college.
For women, the difference was even stronger, with white women who
were college graduates and had reached 25 years of age living 10 years
longer than poorly educated white women in the same age group.
This same inverse relation between socioeconomic class and mortal-
ity was also found among nonwhites in the population. For all ethnic
groups in the population, occupation, status, and mortality were also
correlated, as they were in Europe.11 Moreover, all studies since the
mid-20th century have shown that socioeconomic differences and
mortality rates have not only remained important but have actu-
ally increased over time.12 Class, especially as measured by educa-
tion, still clearly shows the same marked differences for all groups.13

Equally important, the differences in life expectancy between males
and females, already apparent at the beginning of the 20th century,
increased over time. In 1900, the difference in life expectancy by sex
was just 2.1 years in favor of women; by 1914, it was 4.8 years longer
for women and would keep rising over time to 5.1 years by 1945 and
reach even higher levels in later years.14

To these differences in socioeconomic class and sex in terms of
mortality can be added the special American division of race. Al-
though blacks experienced as sharp a mortality decline as whites,
they never caught up to the life expectancy of whites. In 1914, for
example, white males lived, on average, an extraordinary 16 years
longer than black males, and white females lived 17 years longer
than black females. There is no question that this extreme differ-
ence began to decline over time, especially as the African American

11 Kitagawa and Hauser, Differential Mortality in the United States, Chapter 2.
12 Gregory Pappas, Susan Queen, Wilbur Hadden and Gail Fisher, “The Increasing

Disparity in Mortality Between Socioeconomic Groups in the United States,
1960 and 1986,” New England Journal of Medicine 329, no. 2 (July 8, 1993),
pp. 103–109; and Robert A. Himmer, Richard G. Rogers, and Isaac W. Eberstein,
“Sociodemographic Differentials in Adult Mortality: A Review of Analytical
Approaches,” Population and Development Review 23, no 3 (September 1998),
553–78.

13 Harriet Orcutt Duleep, “Measuring Socioeconomic Mortality Differentials Over
Time,” Demography 26, no. 2 (May 1989), pp. 345–51.

14 CDC, National Vital Statistics Report 50, no. 6 (March 21, 2002), Table 12, p. 33.
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Graph 5.8: Male and Female Life Expectancy by Race, 1914–1945.∗

population finally begin to migrate out of the South in significant
numbers for the first time and have access to better health services
in other areas of the country. Slowly, the spread between black and
white life expectancy declined over the next 30 years, the differ-
ence falling to just 8 years for men and 10 years for women in 1945.
(see Graph 5.8). Although the trend was toward equality, it never
reached that position, as the migrating black population soon found
itself isolated in the North in pockets of extreme poverty known as
urban ghettos. Thus, the mortality spread only modesty declined for
the rest of the century and black–white differences in all age-related
patterns of mortality persisted into the 21st century. From neonatal
and infant mortality through maternal mortality and to adult mor-
tality, Blacks still have consistently higher rates than whites to the
present day.

Although the secular trend of mortality was downward in this pe-
riod, there were some significant variations around the trend due to
special historical factors. Although World War I would be a high-
mortality war, the late incursion of the United States into the war
and the fact that it was fought overseas meant that the number of
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Graph 5.9: Index of Change in Mortality by Age Group, 1914–1945 (1900=100).

U.S. dead and wounded was in fact lower than the total of such in
the Civil War and had little impact on influencing national mortal-
ity trends. But in 1918, there was a worldwide pandemic of a virulent
strain of influenza that became a mass killer, which did, in fact, sig-
nificantly influence national death rates and even national life ex-
pectancy for an entire cohort. Unusual for this type of disease, its
impact was greatest among young adults rather than the children
and the aged, although all age groups below 55 suffered an increase
in mortality (see Graph 5.9).

The trend of declining fertility, which by the late 19th century had
brought U.S. rates in line with most of northern Europe, continued
to move in the same direction in the new century, but at a slower
pace and with some sharp variations around the trend due to exter-
nal events which would influence attitudes toward reproduction on
the part of the resident population. The three most important exter-
nal factors influencing fertility were the Great Depression and the
two major wars fought by the United States in the first half of the
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20th century: World War I and World War II. The former economic
crisis led to mass unemployment and the decision of many families
to postpone childbearing for economic reasons. The two world wars,
in turn, extracted a large share of the young males from within the
United States and forced their temporary withdrawal from both the
marriage and fertility markets. This initially had a negative influence
on childbearing decisions of American families. But the return home
in the postwar years of millions of young males who had postponed
marriage would cause a temporary rise in fertility due to pent-up de-
mand for marriage and children that had been blocked by the war.
This was only modestly important in influencing fertility rates af-
ter World War I, but was especially important after World War II,
which saw the mobilization of over 10 million young adult men into
the armed forces in the 1941–1945 period, a figure double that of the
men incorporated into the armed forces in World War I.15

Thus, in 1914, the total fertility rate was already declining from
earlier late-19th-century highs and had fallen to 3.3 children per
woman who had completed her fertility – a drop of 0.2 children
since 1900. This rate then steadied during the war years and progres-
sively declined through the 1920s. It reached its low point of just
2.1 children – the number of children considered the bare necessity
to replenish the resident population – in the middle of the Great
Depression in 1936. Fertility would then slowly reverse its long-term
decline, but would only climb back to 2.4 children by 1945 (see
Graph 5.10). But in the immediate postwar period, as is shown in
Chapter VI, a relative boom in births occurred, pushing the fertility
rate temporarily back up to very high levels. By 1957, at the peak of
the postwar “baby boom,” the total fertility rate reached 3.6 children
for women who had completed their fertility, a figure even higher
than the 1900 rate. But this extraordinary reversal lasted only for
a decade, and the century-long trend of decline would continue as
economic growth led families to space their children at longer birth
intervals or delay first births even later into marriage.

15 Office of the Chief Military Historian, Center for Military History, American
Military History. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army, 1989, pp. 375, 465.
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Source: Coale and Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population in the United States, Table 2.
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Graph 5.10: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population, 1914–1945.

The longer spacing between children and delaying of first births
explains the surprising finding that this general decline in fertility
in the period to 1945 was occurring at the same time as the age of
first marriages for women and men was progressively declining. In
1900 for example, age at first marriage for men was 27.6 years and for
women 23.9 years – both at the high end compared to 19th-century
rates. By 1940, the age at which men married was two years younger
than this and for women it was three years less than their 1900
rates. Moreover, these ages at marriage were lower than the norm in
Europe at this time except for France.16 At the same time, the per-
centage of women never married only modestly changed in this pe-
riod, slowly rising from 7.8% of the women who reached ages 45 to 54
years in 1910 to peak at 9.1% by 1920, and then declined to just 8.7%
in 1940, a trend in declining spinsterhood that would continue to the
1980s. Finally, there was actually a decline in the ratio of males to
females in their 20s in the national population – the most important

16 Michael R. Haines, “Long-Term Marriage Patterns in the United States from
Colonial Times to the Present,” NBER, Working Paper Series, Historical Paper
no. 80 (March 1996), Table 3.
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age group for first marriages – which went from a majority of males to
a majority of females after 1920 because of the declining importance
of the foreign born in the population. This should have resulted in a
higher age of first marriages for women in this period as male partners
became more difficult to find. In fact, it did not influence the trend
of declining age of first marriage for women, who would continue
to marry at ever younger ages in every decade to 1960, in that year
reaching a record-setting level of 20.3 years of age – a level not seen
since the colonial period.17 Given the still quite low rates of illegiti-
mate births (just 8.2% of all births for all women in 1930–1934 and
then dropping to 7.0% of all births in 1940–1944),18 marital fertil-
ity itself was seriously declining in this period despite the increasing
time women spent in marriages. This was clearly due to the adoption,
in this century, of birth control practices within marriage.

As with mortality, the difference between black and white rates in
fertility changed little over the period from 1914 to 1945. Although
blacks would also experience a significant decline in fertility rates,
this decline was too modest to close the gap between the races. In
the period to 1945, black fertility kept declining but there was no
convergence with white rates. In fact, there was some slight increase
in the differences between races. Thus in 1917, the first-year data are
available for nonwhites and whites, black births were 15% higher
than white births, a difference that slowly increased in the 1920s,
took a sharp rise in the depression years of the 1930s, and then slowly
declined to 26% above the white rate in 1945 (see Graph 5.11). In
fact, convergence between the two rates would not seriously occur
until after 1980. But in one area of fertility, black women began to
experience change well in anticipation of white women. Already by
1930–1934, almost a third of first births for black women were il-
legitimate, compared to just 5.9% of all births occurring outside of
marriage for white women. Although illegitimate birth rates fell for
both races in the period to 1944, after 1945 the rates would reverse

17 Haines, “Long-Term Marriage Patterns,” Table 2.
18 Amara Bachu, “Trends in Premarital Childbearing, 1930–1994,” CPS, Special

Report (October 1999), Table 1.
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Graph 5.11: Crude Birth Rate by Race, 1909–1945 (Rates per 1,000 Resident Pop-
ulation).

and begin their long steady climb, here in the United States as well
as in all the advanced nations of Europe. But the pace of growth was
much more rapid among black women than white women and al-
though a slow convergence occurred, rates for whites never reached
the level of the steeply rising illegitimacy rates experienced among
black women.19

One group that was slow to drop its fertility were the Native Amer-
icans. Having reached their nadir population of 237,000 by 1900 due
to a series of 19th-century wars with the United States and constant
forced relocations to newer and ever-poorer reservations, neverthe-
less, the native Americans still had the highest recorded birth rates
of any segment of the national population. Although there was vari-
ation among tribes, the Native Americans had the nation’s highest
level of women ever married and the nation’s highest total fertility
rate in 1900 – on the order of six to seven children per women who
had completed their fertility.20 But they also had higher mortality

19 Bachu, “Trends in Premarital Childbearing,” Table 1.
20 Nancy Shoemaker, American Indian Population Recovery in the Twenteith Century.

Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1999, Table 3.7, p. 47.
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rates than any other group in the population, and their high fertil-
ity seemed to be maintained more by early and universal marriage
of women than by higher fertility within marriage. In fact, Indian
women probably had a higher ratio of diseases that affected fertility,
which may account for their very long spacing between childbirths –
much longer than for native whites or blacks.21 But as their economic
situation finally stabilized with the end of the frontier changes in the
1890s, and as their children and adults were slowly but progressively
immunized in the first decades of the 20th century, their very high
mortality rates finally began to fall and, in turn, would lead to ever-
higher growth rates in the Native American population. Given the
delayed pattern of these mortality changes, fertility decline was also
delayed among the Indians. The result was that population now ex-
panded quite rapidly at 1.33% per annum for the continental Indian
population between 1900 and 1960, when the population was now
double that of the 1900 nadir population.22 Although fertility slowly
declined, as late as 1940 the total fertility rate was 4.5 children
for Indian women who had completed their fertility – two children
more than black women and almost three more children than white
women had in that year.23

In contrast to the black and American Indian patterns, there was
rapid convergence between foreign-born immigrant and native-born
white birth patterns in this period. Immigrants arriving to Amer-
ica throughout most of this migration history were coming from na-
tions that had not completed their fertility transitions. England was
the first to do so, starting a systematic fall in fertility from the last
quarter of the 19th century onward. But in the southern and east-
ern European countries in this period, as well as in the sending Latin
American nations in a later period, mortality had fallen but fertility

21 Shoemaker, American Indian Population, Chapter 3.
22 Shoemaker, American Indian Population, Table 1.1 and for the 1960 continen-

tal Indian population, see Campbell Gibson and Kay Jung, “Historical Census
Statistics on Population Totals by Race, 1790 to 1990, and by Hispanic Origin,
1970 to 1990, for the United States, Regions, Divisions, and States,” US Census
Bureau, Population Division, Working Paper Series No. 56; Washington, D.C.,
September 2002, Table B-3.

23 Shoemaker, American Indian Population, Table 5.7, p. 89.
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was only just beginning to decline in response to the rapid growth of
population. The result was that these immigrants arrived with higher
fertility patterns than the native-born white population. But soon af-
ter arrival, foreign-born white women began to move quickly toward
the native-white woman norms. In a study of native- and foreign-
born whites in Chicago from 1920 to 1940, the spread between the
native- and foreign-born population in terms of total fertility was
constantly decreasing. Moreover, this decline occurred for all in-
come groups and was most rapid for the richest immigrants. In fact,
by 1920, these wealthy immigrants had a lower rate of fertility than
native-born whites in their same socioeconomic class.24 The same
occurred in Detroit between 1920 and 1930, when the foreign-born
women in all age groups lowered their fertility much more rapidly
than did the native-born white women, and their experience was the
most important factor driving down overall birth rates in the city.25

In a detailed analysis of the Italian immigrants to the United States
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Livi Bacci found that im-
migrant families were quickly adapting to the reduced native-born
white birth rates. In fact, he found that younger mothers (under 34
years of age) who had been born in Italy – who had fertility rates al-
most double that of native-born whites in 1920 – had fertility rates
at or below that of the native-born whites by the late 1930s.26 He
also estimated that between 1910 and 1940, the fertility of almost
all immigrant groups at all ages (except for the Italians and the Mex-
icans) fell more rapidly than for native-born white women, although
none surpassed the low fertility rate of the native white women.
But at the younger ages for these foreign-born women (that is, from
15 to 34 years of age), he estimated that already half of the major
immigrant groups in these same thirty years had already achieved
lower fertility rates than that obtained by the native-born in this age

24 Evelyn M. Kitagawa, “Differential Fertility in Chicago, 1920–40,”American Jour-
nal of Sociology 58, no. 5 (March 1953), Table 1, p. 485.

25 Albert Mayer and Carol Klapprodt, “Fertility Differentials in Detroit, 1920–
1950,” Population Studies 9, no. 2 (November 1955), p. 154.

26 Massimo Livi Bacci, L’immigrazione e l’assimilazione degli italiani negli Stati Uniti
secondo le statistiche demografiche americane. (Milano: Giuffrè, 1961), Table 23,
p. 68.
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category.27 In fact, in the United States as a whole, it is estimated
that of the three basic groups of the population – native-born whites,
nonwhites, and foreign-born whites – the latter’s rate of fertility de-
creased at double the rate of the other two groups. Whereas fertil-
ity for women 15–44 years of age between 1920 and 1929 for the
United States as a whole was estimated to have fallen by 20% for
native-born whites, it fell by almost a third for the foreign-born and
just 18% for blacks.28 In another estimate of fertility by origin, it was
suggested that the period 1910–1914 showed the largest spread in fer-
tility rates between native-born and foreign-born whites since such
data became available from 1875–1879. But it then fell so rapidly
that by 1925–1929, the fertility of the foreign-born population was
actually below that of the native-born whites for the first time ever
(see Graph 5.12).29 Moreover, this pattern of initially higher fertility
rates of the foreign born and their progressive decline to at or below
the level of the native born is noted in every study and for every
group arriving in the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries,
with the possible exception of only the Mexicans in the most recent
period. No matter if the immigrants came from Europe in the early
1900s or would come from Latin America or China in the 1980s, the
pattern held over time and place.

27 Livi Bacci, L’immigrazione e l’assimilazione, Table 19, p. 58.
28 Warren S. Thompson and P. K. Whelpton, Population Trends in the United States.

New York: McGraw-Hill, 1933, Table 76, p. 270.
29 Richard A. Easterlin, “The American Baby Boom in Historical Perspective,

American Economic Review LI, no. 5 (December 1961), Table A3, p. 906. All ma-
jor immigrant groups in the 1905–1909 period had achieved native white rates
by the second generation, except for the Italians and non-Jewish Polish immi-
grants. But even these two groups experienced total fertility rate declines, with
the Italians of the second generation having 2 children less than their first gen-
eration parents (or 4.9 children per completed family) and the Catholic Polish
immigrants dropping by half a child less – though they remained unusual in the
still very high 6.6 children per completed fertility. For a detailed analysis of the
immigrant and native fertility at this time, and the declining fertility rates of sec-
ond generation immigrants by ethnic groups see S. Philip Morgan, Susan Cotts
Watkins and Douglas Ewbank, “Generating Americans: Ethnic Differences in
Fertility,” in Susan Cotts Watkins, ed., After Ellis Island: Newcomers and Natives
in the 1910 Census (New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 1994), pp. 83–124.
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Graph 5.12: Fertility Ratio for White Population by Origin, 1875–1929 (children
under 5 per 1,000 women, 20–44 years).

The volume of immigration to the United States from 1914 to
1945 was also one of great change from previous patterns. Although
the early years of the period saw a peak movement of the interna-
tional migrations to the United States, the postwar period saw long-
term trends reversed, by both international and national events. As
late as the decade of 1911–1920, when 5.7 million immigrants en-
tered the United States, some three quarters of them came from Eu-
rope, and in the census of 1930, some 83% of the foreign born living
in the United States listed their origin as European.30 This meant
that changes in the North Atlantic economy and political situa-
tion had a dramatic effect on immigration flows. The first change
occurred with World War I, which blocked the arrival of Europeans

30 Campbell J. Gibson and Emily Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the
Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850–1990,” Population Division
Working Paper No. 29; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., February
1999, Table 2; and U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Year-
book of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2000. Washington, D.C.: GPO,
2002, Table 2, p. 19.
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to the United States. This resulted in a dramatic decline in immi-
gration flows. Although the late 1910s began to see a rise again of
massive immigration, the Great Depression created another shock,
with the crisis in the American labor market seriously affecting the
attractiveness of America to European workers. Finally, the United
States began to restrict immigration in this period. In 1917, it started
by deciding that all illiterates and all Asians were to be excluded.
In 1921 came the Immigration Quota Law that limited the num-
ber of aliens of any nationality entering the United States to 3% of
the foreign-born persons of that nationality who lived in the United
States in 1910.31 Approximately 350,000 such aliens were to be per-
mitted to enter each year – a figure well below the 1 million arrivals
per annum reached in almost half the years in the period 1900–
1914. Then, in 1922, the U.S. Congress tightened this quota even
more, reducing the ratio to 2% per annum and the year used for cal-
culating eligible immigrant origins was now pushed back to 1890.
This was an obvious move to reduce the relative importance of the
eastern and southern Europeans in any future immigration. By these
quota acts, the United States finally and effectively closed its doors
to mass legal migration for thirty years, not opening them again until
1952.32

The effect of these acts was immediate. Whereas in 1914 some
1.2 million immigrants had arrived, and in the postwar boom an-
nual arrivals reached some 800,000 in the same year as the first
Quota Act of 1921, by the late 1920s, the flow had dropped to an
average of 300,000 immigrants per annum, and the Great Depres-
sion and World War II brought this entire movement to a halt. Af-
ter 1930, fewer than 100,000 immigrants per year were reaching
the United States, with only some 38,000 immigrants arriving in
1945 (see Graph 5.13). In short, an era had ended within American
demographic history and the results quickly became apparent. In

31 For a detailed background to the enactment of this act, see John Higham,
Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925. New York:
Atheneum Press, 1963, pp. 300–30.

32 All immigration data taken from U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service,
Statistical Yearbook . . . 2000, Table 1, p. 18.
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Graph 5.13: Annual Arrival of Immigrants to the United States, 1900–1945.

each census after 1920, the ratio of foreign born in the total pop-
ulation declined. In 1910, the foreign born made up 14.7% of the
population, and by 1940, they had fallen to 8.8% of the population
residing in the United States.33

In this period, the shift from northern European to southern and
eastern European was the major structural change in the origins of
the migrants. Whereas in the decade of the 1880s, only 19% of the
Europeans came from southern and eastern Europe, by the decade
of the 1890s, half of the Europeans came from this region, and
this ratio rose to over 70% in the next two decades. In the 1880s,
Germany was the leading source of immigrants, followed by the
United Kingdom, the two accounting for 2.2 million of the 4.7 mil-
lion Europeans arriving in this decade. By the 1900s, the Austro-
Hungarian empire was sending 2.1 million immigrants, Italy another
2 million, followed by Russia with 1.6 million migrants – this of a
total of 8 million migrants arriving in that decade. In the decade
of the 1910s, Italy moved into first place as a source of migrants,

33 Gibson and Lennon, “Historical Statistics on the Foreign-Born,” Table 1.
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followed by Russia and then the Austro-Hungarian empire, the three
accounting for some 2.9 million of the 4.3 million Europeans arriv-
ing.34 The basic causes for this shift in origins were twofold. In the
first place, the growth of the economy of northern Europe enabled
these regions, by the end of the 19th century, to offer wages com-
petitive to those in the United States as they themselves underwent
major urbanization and industrialization. At the same time their own
populations were beginning their transition to much lower birth rates
in response to the changes in their economies, which raised the cost
of children to most couples. These rising costs were due to the in-
creasing limitations of space in the urban area and the need for chil-
dren to spend more time in education and out of the labor market.35

In contrast, the southern and eastern Europeans were still in their
early stages of very rapid population growth due to the long-term de-
cline in mortality, and their developing economies and urban centers
could still not offer enough opportunities to absorb this expanding
population. The result was that the wage differential between the
United States and Europe remained high for these new European re-
gions of growth, transportation costs continued to decline under the
impact of ever-larger steamships crossing the Atlantic, and their re-
spective nations were more than willing to ease the pressures on their
own industrial and urban growth by permitting the easy emigration
of their populations.36 The pattern would have been for these flows of
migration from the new regions to slow as their own economies took
off in the next few decades. But all of this changed with the outbreak

34 U.S. INS, Statistical Yearbook . . . 2000, Table 2, pp. 19–21.
35 For a discussion of the changing “costs” of childbearing and its influence on fer-

tility, see Richard A. Easterlin, “An Economic Framework for Fertility Analysis,”
Studies in Family Planning 6, no. 3 (March 1975), pp. 54–63; and Richard A. East-
erlin, “The Economics and Sociology of Fertility, A Synthesis,” in Charles Tilly,
ed., Historical Studies of Changing Fertility. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1978, pp. 57–134.

36 For a discussion of the push–pull factors influencing migration and their relative
importance over time, see Timothy J. Hutton and Jeffrey G. Williamson, “What
Drove Mass Migrations from Europe in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Population
and Development Review 20, no. 3 (September 1994), pp. 533–59.
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of World War I in 1914, which was fought by the very nations that
were the major suppliers of immigrants to the United States.

World War I would not only have an impact on international mi-
grations to the United States but it would also have a profound im-
pact on the patterns of internal migration as well. Although the pro-
gressive movement to the cities and toward the West for the resident
native-born white population continued long-term trends, there was
a new internal migration that began in this period that would have
a profound impact on the American population for the entire cen-
tury. The blockage of foreign workers due to the outbreak of war
in 1914 and the increasing mobilization of the United States for
war created a tremendous demand for labor, especially as conscrip-
tion began to withdraw ever larger numbers of native-born whites
from the labor market. A major untapped labor supply then avail-
able, especially for the unskilled and semiskilled jobs, was the black
American population. Although a minor migration had begun out
of the South by the end of the 19th century, that trickle became a
flood after 1910. In 1910, some 89% of the black population in the
United States still resided in the South. By 1950, only 68% could be
found below the Mason–Dixon line.

Whereas the black population overall grew by 1.1% per annum
in the period, the black population in the Northeast and Mid-
west grew at a rate greater than 3% per annum, which resulted in
these two regions having over a quarter of the black population by
midcentury. There was even movement of southern blacks to the
West, which saw a rate of growth of blacks there double the rate
experienced by the northern regions (see Graph 5.14).37 This mi-
gration of blacks out of the South and primarily to the Midwest
and Northeastern regions was also a migration from rural to ur-
ban areas. Whereas blacks were primarily rural in 1910, by mid-
century they were increasingly urban, and by the end of the cen-
tury they would, in fact, be far more urban and more likely than

37 Frank Hobbs and Nicole Stoops, “Demographic Trends in the 20th Century,”
U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000; Special Reports, Series CENSR-4, Washing-
ton, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 8.
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Source: Hobbs, and Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century, Table 8. 

Graph 5.14: Distribution of the Black Population by Region, 1900–1950.

the native-born white population to be residing in metropolitan
centers.38 It has been estimated that the percentage of blacks in cen-
tral city populations everywhere in the nation moved from 6.5% of
that metropolitan population in 1900 to 9.5% by 1940 and contin-
ued to grow in every decade after that. Whereas the whites began to
slowly move out of the city centers, especially after World War II, the
blacks, from the beginning of the great migration, moved primarily
to the center of large cities in every region of the country, includ-
ing the South.39 Given the patterns of racial prejudice at the time,
shared by whites of the North and the South, the black migrants ar-
riving in the large metropolitan cities were forced into well-defined
districts within the cities of the North, which quickly became known
as ghettos because of their immediate shift to all-black residents. In
turn, there began the movement of whites away from the central core
districts of these cities to the outer rings of the urban centers or even
38 Jesse McKinnon and Karen Humes, “The Black Population in the United States:

Population Characteristics,” U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Report,
March 1999, p. 2.

39 Irene B. Taeuber and Conrad Taeuber, People of the United States in the 20th Cen-
tury, Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1971, p. 894.
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into the nearby suburbs, although this centrifugal movement became
intense only in the years just before and after the World War II. Thus
began the evolution of Harlem and the Chicago South Side ghettos
along with the change in the color composition of every major city,
including the District of Columbia, a process that would redefine the
urban space in the second half of 20th-century America.

But blacks were not the only resident population on the move.
The movement of the rural population to the cities proceeded at the
same rapid pace as in previous eras, and the movement of popula-
tion from the older Eastern Seaboard regions westward continued
unabated. But in both cases, the feverish pace of earlier periods was
not maintained. In the census of 1910, the national population was
still over half rural, but by the census of 1920, urban dwellers finally
represented just over half of the national population. The year 1920
also marked another milestone in the urban evolution of the United
States. In that census, over half of the urban population of America
was now found living in cities of 100,000 or more inhabitants – in
fact, a quarter of all Americans now lived in these metropolitan cen-
ters. In the next three decades, surprisingly, the urban population
grew at a much slower pace, but the great metropolises took an even
larger share of the urban population. By 1930, those living in cities
of over 100,000 now accounted for over two-thirds of all urban resi-
dents and for 30% of the national population, ratios that held steady
in the census of 1940 as well.40 The 1920s and 1930s, however, seem
to have been the peak of the growth of such large centers. Although
the total urban population began to expand rapidly after 1950, sur-
prisingly, the ratio of those living in urban centers of 100,000 or more
persons never went beyond the ratios achieved by 1930, and in fact
they actually declined somewhat. Clearly, the movement toward the
suburbs and the continuing spread of the population across the con-
tinent were factors that influenced the end of the trend toward in-
creasing concentration of the residents in large urban centers for the
rest of the 20th century. This is also seen in the actual decline in
urbanization in the New England, Middle Atlantic, and East North

40 U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Statstics, Table A 57–72.
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Graph 5.15: Percentage Urban by Geographic Division, 1910–1940.

Central divisions of the country, as well as in the Pacific area in the
period from 1930 to 1940. There was, however, a rise of urbaniza-
tion in the formerly low urban areas of the South, Great Plains, and
Southwest (see Graph 5.15).

The movement of the national population into the West and parts
of the South continued at a rapid pace. In the period from 1910
to 1940, the national population grew at an annual rate of 2.2%,
whereas the states of California, Florida, and Arizona grew at over
double that rate. But although individual states would grow rapidly,
the relative share of population by regions changed slowly (see
Graph 5.16). The West did increase its share of total national popula-
tion from 7% to 10% by the end of the period, mostly at the expense
of the Midwest. But the Northeast lost ground only after 1930 due
to the decline of international migration, and the South actually in-
creased its share of population in this period. In fact, each region had
states that grew at rates above the national average, and all regions
had a positive growth rate from census to census. Clearly, even the
growth of the West was slowing after 1920, and in general migration
internally declined in the period from 1920 to the outbreak of World
War II.
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Source:  Hobbs and Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century, Table A1.

Graph 5.16: Changes in the Relative Share of the Regions in the Populations of
the United States, 1910–1940.

The reason for this slowing of internal migration was clearly due to
the economic crisis known as the Great Depression, which affected
the United States from the Crash of 1929 to 1940, when the war
economy began to have an effect. Per capita gross national product
rates peaked in 1929 and did not return to these levels again until
1940. In fact, by 1933 they had dropped by a third from the 1929 level
and only slowly recovered in the next few years (see Graph 5.17). As
we have seen, the most immediate impact of the depression was on
rates of fertility as married couples radically reduced the number of
children they were willing to conceive in this period, reaching the
lowest levels in American history and in fact levels that would not
be passed again until the last decade of the 20th century. But migra-
tion movements also slowed as did the rural to urban migrations, as
labor markets suffered and economic opportunities became limited
everywhere.

Thus the period from 1914 to 1945 was marked by basic changes in
mortality as the United States finally moved toward a modern mor-
tality and morbidity structure in which the highest rates of death
were due to degenerative diseases rather than infectious diseases,
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics, Table Series F1--5.

Graph 5.17: Per Capita Gross National Product, 1914–1945 (in 1958 Dollars).

which before the 20th century had been the most important cause of
death for most premodern populations, including that of the United
States. Fertility, in contrast, saw no fundamental changes in this pe-
riod. The decline of fertility was relatively constant although it was
clearly pushed below trend with the advent of the Great Depression
in 1929. By 1936, it reached a level not experienced again until the
end of the century. Although all groups participated in the pattern of
declining fertility, one group, Native Americans, was slow to respond
to this trend and correspondingly did experience increased mortality
decline. This created a situation of relatively rapid expansion in this
population, which had been moving toward extinction in 1900.

In terms of population movements, this period also saw some pro-
found changes. Internal migration and the steady growth of the west-
ern states continued unabated, although the rate of this movement
seems to have slowed in this period. But a new migration began that
would profoundly reshape national identity and the urban landscape
of America in all regions. This, of course, was the “Great Migration”
of African Americans from the South to the rest of the na-
tion. There was also a profound change in the origin and flow of
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immigrations. This was the era that saw both the greatest and the
lowest migration flows, as well as the full shift from the old northern
European migration to eastern and southern European migration.
Also, the increasing hostility toward immigrants, especially those
from Italy and eastern Europe, led Congress in 1922 finally to adopt
a quota system. As a result of World War I, the post–1922 restrictive
legislation, and the Great Depression, the United States moved from
being a major importer of foreign workers to a relatively closed soci-
ety in terms of international migrations. This was reflected in the suc-
cessive decline of foreign born in each successive census from 1940
onward. This whole process ushered in a new period in American
demographic history, one in which immigrants no longer played a
significant role in national development. But this era would only last
for some thirty years, for by the end of World War II, the United
States would again become a major market for foreign immigrants,
although this time Europe would no longer play a significant role as
a source.
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C H A P T E R S I X

The Baby Boom and Changing Family

Values, 1945–1980

If the pre–World War II period was one in which major changes in
mortality and morbidity were most significant, the major theme in
the immediate postwar period was one of significant fluctuations
in fertility. In what would prove to be a temporary change in di-
rection but with important long-term implications, the national
population reversed its century-and-a-half-long secular decline in
fertility and began moving toward higher birth rates. Yet by the end
of this period, that trend would be reversed and replaced by startling
new trends in both fertility and family organization. There were also
changes in the intensity of the decline of mortality and morbidity and
some interesting shifts in the ages experiencing declining rates due
to the massive introduction of antibiotics. At the beginning of this
period, foreign immigration reached its lowest point in over a cen-
tury and yet, by the end of this era, immigration completely reversed
its trend and a whole new chapter in the history of immigration to
the United States began with the participation of new peoples popu-
lating the nation. This postwar period was also a time when internal
patterns of migration began to clearly define some new and rather
uniquely American patterns in urban settlement, with the rise of the
suburbs and the corresponding changes in the inner cities. Finally,
this was a period of the most intense African American migration,
when the then-largest minority population in the national popula-
tion ended its massive migration out of the South.

Unquestionably, the event that most defined this period in the
popular perception and even in the historical literature was the sud-
den postwar shift to higher fertility, which created what has come to

174
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be called the “baby boom.” Because this boom in births was imme-
diately followed by a return to low fertility, which some have called
the “baby bust,” it has meant that those born in this period were a
well-defined cohort that could be easily identified as they grew older.
The members of this generation have come to be known as the “baby
boomers.” The questions that intrigued the demographers at the time
were: Why had this massive shift occurred and was it permanent?
Was the United States, now one of the world’s wealthiest societies,
about to enter a new era and create a unique model of high fertility in
an advanced industrial society, something no other comparable soci-
ety was experiencing in this period? Although everyone expected a
temporary postwar shift in fertility, initially it seemed as if this would
be a permanent change in attitudes toward fertility and family life.
It is now seen that this shift in the direction of fertility was to last
for only some fifteen years, but its impact on the nation was to last
until well into the 21st century as the baby boom generation worked
its way through the labor market and into the retirement ages in the
first decades of the new century.

Numerous reasons have been suggested for this massive shift. First,
the Depression years had driven fertility rates to levels below trend
and clearly reflected economic constraints on what people wanted
in terms of family size. The easing of that economic crisis on the eve
of World War II allowed the fertility rate to start moving slowly up-
ward. This trend was temporary repressed by the withdrawal of so
many men from the marriage market because of national conscrip-
tion. The return of these men after 1945 then allowed the fertility
rate to rise again. But the fact that it began rising ever faster at the
end of the 1940s and throughout the decade of the 1950s and did
not peak until the early 1960s was the result of a shift in expecta-
tions and possibilities on the part of the young women and men who
were then entering into marriage.

The factors that clearly changed traditional family expectations
were the unprecedented postwar economic expansion combined
with rapid socioeconomic mobility. This economy favored young
adults as never before. First, a rapidly expanding postwar labor mar-
ket was absorbing a generation originating in the low fertility period
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of the late 1920s. This would create a tight labor market, which in
turn would push up wages. There was also a massive government sub-
sidization for adult education in the immediate postwar years through
the GI Bill, which resulted in a major increase in years of schooling
for a large share of the population who would never have been able
to afford that schooling. These two factors help to explain a major
shift of young workers into higher status and better paying jobs. It
is now estimated that median male income in the decade from 1947
to 1957 grew at 5% per annum in current dollars.1 This increasing
income and the increasing availability of government housing credit
for mortgages also explains an explosion of home ownership, which
went from 44% of the total population to 64% between 1940 and
1980.2

The demand for children was also strong as millions of return-
ing veterans brought with them a pent up desire to start a family in
1945. New levels of family income, new availability of federal credit
to the middle and lower classes for home ownership, the introduc-
tion of cheap mass produced tract housing, and increasing economic
mobility due to the movement to higher status employment on the
part of the younger population all had their impact on temporarily
reversing the trends in fertility. The space and income for providing
for more children was now available, and Americans responded to
these opportunities by lowering the age at which they married, be-
ginning their families at an earlier age, and opting for marriage more
frequently, thus increasing their overall fertility (see Graph 6.1).3 In

1 U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Income Tables, People, Table P-2, based on
the Annual Demographic Supplements for Current Population Survey, 30-Sep-
2002. The rate of growth in terms of 2001 dollars was 2.7% per annum, the
highest rate of growth in median male income recorded for any decade since
1947.

2 It appears that the growth of income in the bottom and next two lowest quintiles
was more rapid than for any groups above these levels between 1935–1936 and
1954, which clearly allowed more individuals to enter the housing market. See
Donald J. Bogue, The Population of the United States. Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press,
1959, pp. 652–53.

3 For the standard interpretations of the baby boom and bust phenomena, see
Richard A. Easterlin, Population, Labor Force and Long Swings in Economic Growth.
The American Experience. New York: Columbia University Press, 1968, chapters
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Source: Coale and Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population in the United States, Table 2 and 
Population Reference Bureau, AmeriStat,‘‘U.S. Fertility Trends: Boom and Bust and Leveling Off,”  January
2003, found at http://www.ameristat.org/.

Graph 6.1: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population, 1935–1980.

1940, the mean age at marriage for men was 24.3 years and for women
it was 21.5 years. By 1956, it had declined to 22.5 years for men and
to just 20.1 years for women – the former being probably the lowest
age of first marriage ever recorded for men in the United States as a
whole, and the latter rate being the lowest age of first marriage ever
recorded for women in the 20th century and probably one of the
lowest such ages ever experienced by the American population. It
was a rate, in fact, that would not be sustained in the following years
as age at first marriage would began slowly rising again and would
reach 25 years for women by the end of the century.4 At the same
time, the ratio of women 20 to 24 years who were married reached
an all time high of 70% in 1960, a rate that would quickly decline
again to just 32% by 1990.5 The number of women who remained

3 and 4; and Peter H. Lindert, Fertility and Scarcity in America. Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1978, Chapter 5.

4 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Table MS-2. “Estimated Median Age at First Mar-
riage, by Sex: 1890 to the Present,” Internet release date: July 27, 1998.

5 Michael R. Haines, “Long Term Marriage Patterns in the United States from
Colonial Times to the Present.” Boston: NBER, Working Paper Series, Historical
Paper 80, 1996, Table 2.
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unmarried throughout their lives dropped considerably in the pe-
riod of the baby boom and reached the lowest levels in this period.
Whereas in 1900, almost a third of the women over 15 years of age
were never married, by 1950 the rate had fallen to 18% and to 17% by
1960 – again, rates that would be reversed in the following period.6

Finally, the median age of first births also dropped to its lowest level
in this period. In 1930, women had their first child at 21.3 years, and
by 1956, this had declined to its lowest recorded level in the century
at just 20.3 years. This too would reverse in the subsequent years, as
the median age of mothers having their first child reached 25 years
by the end of the century.7 Finally, the spacing between marriage and
first child and then between the first and second children dropped to
their lowest levels in the period from 1930 to 1970 in the first half of
the 1960s, again beginning a long-term reversal by the second half
of that decade.

All of these changes in behavior explain how this new level of
fertility was achieved. The total number of children produced by
women who had completed their fertility went from a low average
of 2.1 children in 1936 to an extraordinarily high average for a mod-
ern industrial society of 3.6 children in 1957 – a rate not seen in
the United States since 1898.8 This of course meant that median
age of the entire population by 1970 had dropped to 28.1 years, the
lowest since 1930 and far below the median of 35 years for all sexes
found in the population in the census of 2000.9 At the same time,
the ratio of the economically active population dropped below 60%

6 U.S. Bureau of the Census; online Table 1418. “Marital Status of the Population,
by Sex.” Data taken from the census rather than the current population surveys.

7 For the 2000 numbers, see Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
[CDC], NCHS, National Vital Statistics Reports 51 no. 1 (December 11, 2002),
Table 1, p. 6. For the earlier periods, see U.S. Bureau of the Census, Table MS-2.
“Estimated Median Age at First Marriage, by Sex: 1890 to the Present,” Internet
release date: July 27, 1998.

8 Ansley J. Coale and Melvin Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population in
the United States. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963, Table 2, p. 36.

9 Frank Hobbs and Nicole Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century. U.S.
Census Bureau, Census 2000; Special Reports, Series CENSR-4, Washington,
D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 5.
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Graph 6.2: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1940.

in 1960 for the first and only time in the 20th century because of the
large jump in births. All this had a direct impact on creating a very
large cohort of population that slowly worked its way through the
population pyramid and became conspicuous as the generations that
followed returned to lower birth rates. These changes can be seen in
age pyramids of the period. In 1940, the low birth rates of the Great
Depression truncated the younger ages of what should have been a
normal pyramid (Graph 6.2). By 1950, a big increase in births was
showing up as a very large increase in the two youngest age groups
below 10 years of age and this child and infant base kept expanding
in the next decade (see Graphs 6.3 and 6.4). Then came the decline
in fertility, and the age pyramid of 1970 began to look again like that
of 1940 in the bottom ages (see Graph 6.5). The big difference from
thirty years earlier, however, was the bulge in the teen and young
adult ages caused by the huge influx of baby boomers working their
way through the age structure. By 1970, this baby group was being
replaced by a smaller birth cohort of 0 to 4 year olds and, in turn,
was bulging out at the ages 5 to 14. It then moved on to expand
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Graph 6.3: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1950.
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Graph 6.4: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1960.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-06 CB666-Klein-v4 January 23, 2004 15:40

THE BABY BOOM AND CHANGING FAMILY VALUES, 1945–1980 181

85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

Age

4% 0 4%

             WomenMen

Source: Hobbs and Stoops, Demographic Trends, Table A5.

Graph 6.5: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1970.

ages 15 to 24 in 1980 (see Graph 6.6), moving steadily toward middle
age and retirement by the beginning of the 21st century.

But the baby boom was just that, a deviation in long-term trends
that was due to a set of unusual factors that all came together at
the same time to reverse long-term trends in fertility decline. After
just two decades, Americans were back again to marrying later, pro-
ducing children later, and having fewer children. Whereas Gallop
polls found the majority of women wanting four children in 1945,
1957, and 1966, by 1971, women who desired this number of chil-
dren were in the minority. Equally, attitudes toward sex itself were
changing abruptly in this period as those who opposed premarital
sex dropped from 68% in 1969 to 48% in 1973 in these same pub-
lic opinion surveys.10 Given this sea change in attitudes and the
changing economic conditions,11 each succeeding generation after

10 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound. American Families in the Cold War Era. New
York: Basic Books, 1988.

11 Lindert had argued that although economic growth was higher in the 1960s than
in 1950s, the relative shift of incomes between the 1950s and the prewar period
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Graph 6.6: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1980.

the 1960s reduced their fertility to such an extent that native-born
white Americans quickly reached the low fertility norms of the ad-
vanced industrial world, and by the last decades of the 20th cen-
tury they differed little from their peers in Europe. As early as the
mid–1970s, the total fertility rate of white non-Hispanic women who
had completed their fertility dropped in half to just 1.8 children per
woman, a rate that would thereafter never return to even the theo-
retical replacement level of 2.1 births per women.12 Moreover, just
as the family values and the dominant role of young mothers in the
fertility of Americans was having its greatest impact in this period of
the baby boom, this was also a time when the American family was
beginning to lose its overwhelming importance in society and even
in fertility itself. Between rising rates of births outside of marriage

was far greater than from the 1950s to the 1960 and was so perceived by young
couples. He argued that “income prospects in the late 1960s were not so greatly
improved over the experience of the previous two decades as was the case for the
baby-boom cohorts . . . .” Lindert, Fertility and Scarcity in America, p. 169.

12 Amara Bachu and Martin O’Connell, “Fertility of American Women: June
2000,” Current Population Reports, P20-543RV (October 2001), pp. 1, 3.
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and divorce, the family began to loose its role as the predominant
determinant of fertility and of household organization. Illegitimacy
progressively reduced the importance of marital fertility over time,
and the rising rate of divorce was one of the key factors favoring the
increasing importance of single parent headed households that con-
tained young children. In turn, the increasing reluctance of young
women to marry would also influence the rise of single person house-
holds throughout America. Thus, as early as the 1970s, the United
States was beginning to experience a profound change in its basic
social structure. Whereas the ratio of births outside of marriage to
total births remained at 10% or below to 1965–69 (its historic rate)
by the next quinquennium the ratio was up to 15% of births and by
1975–79 it had reached over a quarter of all births and was still rising.
Moreover, these parents of extramarital children now had a greater
tendency not to marry before the birth of the child. In the pre-1970
period, half the illegitimately conceived children saw their parents
marry; only a third did so in the late 1970s and that rate kept drop-
ping.13 Equally, divorce rates doubled between 1900 and the 1960s,
going from 4 divorces per thousand married women in 1900 to 9
divorces per thousand married women by 1960. Then from 1967
through 1975, no-fault divorce laws were adopted in almost all the
states, and the rate in the post–1960 period jumped to an average
of 20 per thousand married women at the end of the century. Be-
tween 1950 and 1980, the number of divorced persons in the adult
population 15 years or older grew at the steady rate of 5% per an-
num, accounting for over 7% of the total adult female population
and 5% of the male population by 1980 (see Graph 6.7). One esti-
mate suggested that half the marriages contracted in 1967 would end
in divorce,14 whereas a more recent estimate gives a slightly lower fig-
ure, suggesting that four of ten marriages contracted in the year 2000
will end in divorce. Whatever the actual level, it would seem that

13 Amara Bachu, “Trends in Premarital Childbearing, 1930–1994,” CPS Special
Report (October 1999), Table 1.

14 The 1967 estimate comes from Steven Ruggles, “The Rise of Divorce and Separa-
tion in the United States, 1880–1990,” Demography 34, no. 4 (November 1997),
p. 455.
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Graph 6.7: Marital Status of Persons 15 Years or Older, 1900–1990 Census.

between 40% and 50% of marriages contracted in the past twenty
years have ended in divorce and the rate has not fluctuated greatly
since the 1980s.15

Much of this shift was due to major changes in socioeconomic
mobility and the national economy in the post-1960 period and to

15 The data from 1900 to 1997 and the 2000 estimate are given in Theodore
Caplow, Louis Hicks, and Ben J. Wattenberg, The First Measured Century. An
Illustrated Guide to Trends in America, 1900–2000. Washington, D.C.: The AEI
Press, 2001, pp. 78–9. Although Caplow and others gave the divorce rate as per
1,000 married persons in that year, the U.S. Census Bureau uses a divorce rate
per 1,000 resident population – the same way they calculate their marriage rate.
In 2001, for example, there were 8.4 marriages per 1,000 mid-year resident pop-
ulation and 4.0 divorces registered for the same base population, suggesting that
divorce rate was 48% of the marriage rate. The divorce rate was 49% of the mar-
riage rate in 1980, 47% of the marriage rate in 1990, and 49% of the marriage
rate in 1995, showing little change over the past few decades. See U.S. Bureau
of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2002. Washington, D.C.:
GPO, 2002, Table 111, p. 88. For the 1980 rates, see U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1995. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1996,
Table 149, p. 105.
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Graph 6.8: Ratio of Adults in the Labor Force by sex, 1948–2002.

some basic changes in attitudes toward the role of women within so-
ciety. Female labor force participation rates began to climb in this
period, and women began entering professions at a rate never before
experienced. Equally, as might be expected after an unusually rapid
growth and restructuring of the economy in the immediate postwar
period, the secular mobility of these years – when most people in-
creased their status from that of their parents – was now replaced by
the more traditional circular mobility, when as many people moved
down the socioeconomic ladder as moved up. In 1950, only 34%
of adult women were in the labor force. By 1970, it was 43% and
by 1978, half the adult women were working, a ratio that kept in-
creasing every year thereafter, reaching over 60% by the end of the
century (see Graph 6.8).16

16 U.S. Department of Labor, Report on the American Workforce, 2001. Washing-
ton D.C., 2001, Appendix, Table 5. “Civilian labor force participation rates for
selected demographic groups, annual averages, 1948–2000.” For background of
this surge in female labor participation, see Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A
History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982, Chapter 11.
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Although fertility moved back to a long-term trend of decline,
a pattern common to all industrial societies as the cost of having
children increased due to the increasing urbanization of the popula-
tion and the increasing costs of education, women’s role within the
household and in the marketplace now began to change in profound
ways never before seen. Women entered universities in ever-larger
numbers, thus delaying marriage. In turn, they began to enter pro-
fessional careers at an unprecedented rate and to keep working at
those careers longer than ever before. They also moved into house-
holds either alone or with a nonmarried companion with increas-
ing frequency. The cause for this change had much to do with the
changes in attitude toward women’s place in society that occurred
in the 1960s and 1970s, when traditional values were rejected by
lead elements in the generation coming of age in this period. The
introduction of the birth control pill in the early 1960s was impor-
tant in this change, giving women complete control over their own
fertility.17 But even more important was a new attitude toward the
equality of women in the society as a whole. In this midcentury pe-
riod, a group of writers from Margaret Mead and Simone de Beauvior
to Betty Friedan began rethinking the role of women and sexuality
within society, and their works found a ready audience in these in-
creasingly wealthy industrial societies.18 By the 1960s, there came a
spate of legislation against sexual discrimination in the work place
by a federal government made aware of this issue as never before.

This evolution of new attitudes toward and by women can be seen
demographically in many ways. There was, first of all, a major change
in the education of women that became manifest in this period.

17 For the development and introduction of the oral contraceptive pill, see Linda
Gordon, The Moral Property of Women: A History of Birth Control Politics in Amer-
ica. Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 2002, pp. 286–88. The pill was al-
ready in use by the late 1950s for other purposes before it was approved by the
FDA for use as an oral contraceptive in 1960.

18 For a partial chronology of this movement, see Katheen C. Berkeley, The
Women’s Liberation Movement in America. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
1999. For broader interpretations of this movement and its impact on the family,
see Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era.
New York: Basic Books, 1988; and most recently Sara M. Evans, Tidal Wave: How
Women Changed America at Century’s End. New York: Free Press, 2003.
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Women had always done well in primary and secondary education. In
the mid-19th century, when the first comparable data became avail-
able, women already were more likely to be secondary school gradu-
ates than men, and for most of the period since then, more women
made up the secondary graduating class than men.19 But it was only
in 1980 that women finally became more than half of all college stu-
dents, and it was only in 1984 that they finally represented the ma-
jority in graduate school enrollment as well.20 Even so, the progress
in this area has been much slower and they have yet to pass men in
enrollments in postcollege professional education.21 They also began
to move into the labor market in ever higher numbers and to remain
in the labor market at higher rates than ever before. At the end of
the 19th century, less than a fifth of all women were in the salaried
labor force; by the 1980s, the figure had risen to 60%. But this was
not a linear trend. In fact, female participation rates and the ratio
of single and married women in the labor force probably dropped
to their lowest point in the 1920s and only reversed that trend in a
significant way with World War II. Both the rates of older women
returning to work and younger ones entering the market increased
dramatically in the 1960s and were one of the forces behind the equal
pay movement. Whereas in 1940 among adult women only 14% of
those who were married and 46% of those who were single were in
the workforce, by 1980 half the married women were working and
almost two-thirds of the single women were earning their living. But
discriminatory wage policies were still the norm and the slogan “59
cents to the dollar” became a major issue in legal challenges as it was
estimated that as late as the 1960s, women earned only 60% of male
wages earned for comparable labor.22

19 U.S. Department of Education, National Center of Educational Statistics, The
Digest of Educational Statistics 2001, Table 103.

20 U.S. Department of Education, National Center of Educational Statistics, The
Digest of Educational Statistics 2001, Tables 174 and 189.

21 U.S. Department of Education, National Center of Educational Statistics, The
Digest of Educational Statistics 2001, Table 190.

22 Claudia Goldin, Understanding the Gender Gap. An Economic History of American
Women. New York: Oxford University Press, 1990, especially Chapters 1 and 2
and Table 2.1, p. 17.
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There was also a major change in mortality in the post-1940 pe-
riod associated with the mass introduction of the first antibiotics
in history: first came the sulfonamide drugs and then penicillin.
Whereas most of the mortality decline in the first half of the 20th
century had been through the decline of communicable diseases
among infants and children, the post-1940 mortality declines were
beginning to affect other age groups as well. In the earlier period, san-
itation, clean drinking water, and better quantity and quality of food
supplies had a major impact on reducing disease and death in the
North American population. In this new era of antibiotic medicine,
communicable diseases, which affected all age groups, began to de-
cline quite dramatically. In the late 1930s appeared the first sulfon-
amides from Europe. This was followed a few years later by the in-
troduction of penicillin, which began to be widely used by the early
1940s. Although the properties of penicillin were discovered in 1928,
it took over a decade to create a viable product that could be used
to fight infection and thus it did not come into wide usage until the
mid 1940s.23 The impact of this chemical–medical revolution, which
included ever more vaccination therapies and the massive use of an-
tibiotics on the world’s population in the second half of the 20th
century, was profound. Its impact on the United States can be seen
in the extraordinarily rapid fall of the death rate for all groups from
the late 1930s to the early 1950s. It has been estimated that between
1938 and 1952, the decline in mortality from nine major infectious
diseases was on the order of 8.2% per annum compared to rates of
decline of only 2% per annum in the periods before and after that.24

Also, there were significant benefits for adults as well. For nine ma-
jor infectious diseases, it has been estimated that the mortality rate
of those from 15 to 24 years of age fell by an extraordinary 13% per
annum in the period 1935 to 1955, and all age groups from 5 to

23 Henry F. Dowling, Fighting Infection. Conquests of the Twentieth Century. Boston:
Harvard University Press, 1977, Chapters 8 and 9.

24 Gregory L. Armstrong, Laura A. Conn, and Robert W. Pinner, “Trends in Infec-
tious Disease Mortality in the United States During the 20th Century,” Journal
of the American Medical Association 281, no. 1 (January 6, 1999), pp. 61–6.
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Graph 6.9: Mortality from Nine Infectious Diseases by Age Groups, 1935–1980.

45 years of age most benefitted from this change. There was nothing
like this rapid a decline either before or after this period (Graph
6.9).25 It has been estimated that infectious diseases accounted for
32% of all deaths in 1900, but by 1960 they accounted for 5% of
all deaths.26 The maternal death rate, also much influenced by in-
fections, declined as dramatically, falling by 13% per annum in the
same period.27 Such classic infectious killers as pneumonia and in-
fluenza, which had rates of over 100 per 100,000 resident population

25 Whereas the mortality of the elderly declined by only 0.3% per annum from
1900 to 1940, from 1940 to 1960 it declined at 1.1% per annum. Young adult
(15–44 years of age) mortality, which fell at a rate of 2.1% from 1900 to 1940,
declined at 3.1% per annum from 1940 to 1960. See David M. Cutler and Ellen
Meara, “Changes in the Age Distribution of Mortality Over the 20th Century”
Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper No.
8556, October 2001, Table 2.

26 Culter and Mera, “Changes in Age Distribution of Mortality,” Table 3.
27 CDC, NCHS, Vital Statistics of the United States, 1992, vol. II (Mortality), part

A, Tables 1–16, p. 69.
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in the 1930s, fell to below 50 per 100,000 by the 1950s.28 The in-
creasing use of antibiotics was also helping to prolong life at all ages,
and this was seen in life expectancy not only at birth, which rose by
9.1 years for men and 12.3 years for women between 1929–1931 and
1959–1961, but also for those over 65 years of age (1.3 years for men
and 3.0 years for women) in this same period.29

Probably the most profound geographic changes that occurred
within American society in this period were those related to the
physical redistribution of population in terms of urban settlement
and the relative shift in populations by region. The 1950s and 1960s
saw a series of developments that would profoundly reshape the na-
tional landscape. To begin with there was the so-called Great Mi-
gration of rural blacks out of the South. Whereas a steady stream
of southern blacks had been leaving the region from the end of the
last century, this suddenly became a flood in the 1940s to 1960s. Be-
tween tight labor markets in the South and mechanization of the
cotton crop, which progressively destroyed the old sharecropping sys-
tem, the push factors were profound. The pull factors were related
to the decline of the foreign immigration flows from the 1920s on-
ward, which opened up the northern labor markets for semiskilled
and unskilled positions for black southern migrants. Whereas in the
1910s, some 454,000 southern blacks left the region and another
800,000 left in the 1920s, this movement was halved during the
depression years of the 1930s. But in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s,
over a million southern blacks were on the move northward in each
decade. Moreover, their moves were toward the traditional north-
ern industrial states and above all to their cities.30 As a result of the

28 CDC, NCHS, Health, US, 2002. Hyattsville, MD, 2002, Table 30, p. 119.
29 CDC, NCHS, Health, US, 2002. Hyattsville, MD, 2002, Data used for figure 18,

p. 64.
30 For the most detailed demographic surveys of this migration, see Daniel M. John-

son and Rex R. Campbell, Black Migration in America: A Socio-Demographic
History. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1981; and Neil Fligstein, Go-
ing North. Migration of Blacks and Whites from the South, 1900–1950. New York:
Academic Press, 1981. The estimates of the net migration will be found in U.S.
Bureau of the Census, The Social and Economic Status of the Black Population in
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migration, African Americans, who had accounted for the greatest
number of rural residents of the national population until 1950, now
surpassed whites as the most urban part of the native-born popula-
tion, reaching 85% urban by 1980.31 They were also no longer con-
fined to the South, and by 1970 some 47% of African Americans
were residing in the northern and western states.32

In turn, there were fundamental transformations going on in the
cities, which in many ways were tied to this southern black migra-
tion. The first was the rise of the suburbs and with it the phenomenon
of suburban sprawl. Although urbanization had increased steadily for
most of the century, and rising from just over half the population to
almost two-thirds by 1960, and again climbed to almost four-fifths by
1970, growth then slowed in the following decades. Moreover, the
concentration of that urban population in cities of 100,000 or more
persons not only slowed, but in fact the ratio of the urban population
in these large centers actually declined from the 1940s onward. This
paradoxical change was due to the massive movement of population
out of the central metropolitan areas – the so-called core centers or
central cities – and into new white middle and working class subur-
ban areas in what had been farmlands. Thus began the so-called sub-
urban revolution, which changed the landscape of urban America.
Small suburban towns grew ever larger and the central cities of the
metropolitan areas either lost population or stagnated as these pe-
ripheral areas grew.

This profound change – fairly unique to the United States in this
period – was due to many factors. Government policy was clearly
a prime factor in this transformation. First came the creation of a

the United States, 1790–1978: An Historical View. Current Population Reports,
P-23, No. 80; Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1978, Table 8, p. 15.

31 U.S. Bureau of the Census, The Social and Economic Status of the Black Population
in the United States, 1790–1978: An Historical View. Current Population Reports,
P-23, no. 80; Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1978, Table 6, p. 14; and U.S. Census of
1980, Summary Volumes, vol. 1 (pc80-1-B1), Table 43, p. 27ff.

32 Frank Hobbs and Nicole Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century. U.S.
Census Bureau, Census 2000; Special Reports, Series CENSR-4; Washington,
D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 8.
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vast housing credit market from the late 1930s onward with the es-
tablishment of the Federal Housing Administration, which financed
the massive move of white Americans into the status of homeown-
ers in the postwar period. The next was the postwar construction of
a modern highway system, which began with the 1956 federal gas
tax establishing funds to pay for new highway construction. The re-
sult of this new funding was the creation of the interstate turnpikes
and four-lane divided highways across America and stretching from
the towns into the rural hinterlands everywhere. This new system of
transport permitted industry and services to move outside the central
cities, which in turn promoted a series of major new institutions de-
veloped by the market in response to these changes. In 1947, Levitt
and Sons, a real estate developer, began the construction of Levit-
town tract housing on Long Island. From 1947 to 1951, some 17,000
standardized homes were built by the company, and this became the
model for all the massive cheaply constructed tract housing that per-
mitted the suburbanization of America. This was followed by the first
enclosed shopping mall, built in a Minnesotan suburb in 1956, and of
course malls and strip malls moved the downtown shops to the sub-
urbs to accommodate the out-migration of the working and middle
classes.

But not everyone moved to the suburbs. Whereas over half of
the urban whites eventually moved to the suburbs, some three
quarters of the urban blacks remained in the central cities by 1980.33

Although the black ghetto is thought to have first appeared in
Norfolk, Virginia, in 1890, the intensity of ghettoization increased
with the migration of the rural blacks to the northern cities in this
period. By 1940, some 55 cities had black ghettos and by 1980,
the figure had risen to 179 metropolitan areas.34 Of the 43 urban

33 U.S. Census of 1980, Summary Volumes, vol. 1, (pc80-1-B1), Table 43, p. 27ff.
34 I have calculated this number from U.S. Census Bureau material using the “index

of dissimilarity,” which measures the share of the black population that would be
needed to change for the races to be distributed evenly in the city. A ratio over
0.6 is considered to define a ghetto. See David M. Cutler, Edward L. Glaeser,
and Jacob L. Vigdor, “The Rise and Decline of the American Ghetto,” Journal of
Political Economy 107, no. 3 (1999), p. 456. Some 157 metropolitan statistical
areas qualified for this definition in the census of 1980. Calculated
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centers with more than 100,000 persons that contained more than
3% (or 20,000) blacks, all but 3 contained what has been defined
as ghettos. The worst were traditional cities such as Chicago, New
York, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Boston, but also in this worst cate-
gory situation were such new Sun Belt cities as Dallas, Los Angeles,
Miami, and Oakland.35 In 1890, the average urban black lived in
a community that was about a quarter black; by 1970 they were
likely to live in a neighborhood that was over two-thirds black.36

In 1980, three quarters of urban blacks lived in the central core of
the big cities as compared to only 41% of the urban whites, the ma-
jority of whom now lived in the suburbs. Even the new Asian and
Hispanic immigrants were not as concentrated in the center of the
big cities as were the African Americans. Deliberate racist policies
and attitudes prevented blacks from entering this new home buying
market and blocked their movements to the suburbs. At the same
time, there was a massive assault on the cities, which furthered their
decline. In 1949, the government adopted a landmark housing act
that permitted the massive destruction of downtowns through “urban

from data made available by the U.S. Bureau of the Census in November 2002
and used in John Iceland, Daniel H. Weinberg, and Erika Steinmetz, Racial and
Ethnic Residential Segregation in the United States: 1980–2000. U.S. Census Bureau,
Series CENSR-3, Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002. Culter, Glaeser, and Vidgor
suggested that the average score for American cities, weighted by black popula-
tion, went from a dissimilarity index of 0.71 in 1940 to 0.79 in 1970, the highest
ever recorded. By 1990, it had dropped down to 0.66. Cutler, et al., “The Rise
and Decline of the American Ghetto,” p. 464.

35 Here, I am using the 0.6 dissimilarity index to suggest the presence of a ghetto.
This has been calculated from table 5-4 found in John Iceland, Daniel H. Wein-
berg, and Erika Steinmetz, Racial and Ethnic Residential Segregation in the United
States: 1980–2000. U.S. Census Bureau, Series CENSR-3, Washington, D.C.:
GPO, 2002, p. 69.

36 David M. Cutler, Edward L. Glaeser, and Jacob L. Vigdor, “The Rise and Decline
of the American Ghetto,” Journal of Political Economy 107, no. 3 (1999), p. 456.
For a detailed analysis of the evolution of northern metropolitan black ghettos,
see Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation
and the Making of the Underclass. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1993. The status of blacks in the middle decades of the 20th century was ana-
lyzed in Irene B. Taeuber and Conrad Taeuber, People of the United States in the
20th Century. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, GPO, 1971,
pp. 895–902.
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renewal,” which was often marked by urban destruction. The
3 million African Americans who now moved into the central cities
abandoned by the native-born and foreign-born whites found them-
selves with far fewer job opportunities than the previous residents
as the industries followed the workers to the suburbs. Deteriorating
schools and “redlining” of home loans to prevent blacks from ob-
taining mortgages for home ownership played their part in reshaping
the core areas of the great metropolises. The decline of the central
cities was defined by the abandonment of the downtown stores and
by urban renewal, which often destroyed stable historic neighbor-
hoods and replaced them with highways or public housing of poor
quality. Housing prices fell, the quality of the housing stock fell dra-
matically, and the neighborhoods became increasingly all black. All
these changes took their toll on African Americans, and the popu-
lation became increasing segregated by race. By the late 1960s, this
led to major urban riots, which began in the Watts district of Los
Angeles in 1965 and continued on and off until the massive upris-
ing that erupted after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in
1968. By 1980, urban blacks were far more likely to live in the core
central city zone of the large metropolitan areas than were whites. In
that year, roughly two out of three urban African Americans lived in
the center city, compared to just two out of seven whites. Thus was
born the modern American ghettos, which so profoundly influenced
American urban life in the second half of the 20th century.37

The 1945–1980 era also saw the return to major internal migra-
tion after a period of relatively low migrations and changes in re-
gional significance within the nation. The century-long process of
movement to the West, which maintained itself even in this pe-
riod of relatively low geographic mobility, was soon complemented
by a late starting shift of national population toward the southern
regions. By the 1970s, a new migration to the “sun belt” began to

37 As Massey and Denton point out, all this occurred despite the enactment of
the Fair Housing Act of 1968, which banned racial discrimination in mortgages,
rentals, and housing sales for all private and public housing in the nation. See
Massey and Denton, American Apartheid, Chapter 7.
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Source: Hobbs and Stoops, Demographic Trends, Table A1.

Graph 6.10: Changes in the Relative Share of Populations by regions of the United
States, 1940–1980.

occur, primarily fueled by the massive introduction of air condition-
ing in the 1950s and 1960s. Although migration to the West was
not as dependent on this new technology, migration to the South
and Southwest totally depended on the universal introduction of
cheap air conditioning. This explains why the massive growth of
southern migration did not take off until the 1970s. Between 1970
and 1980, Americans began escaping the harsh northern winters for
Florida, the Southwest, and California. Although all regions lost
shares of population to the West in the 1950–1970 period, in the
1970–1980 decade, the South reversed this trend and began its spec-
tacular growth along with the West – draining population out of
the Northeastern and Midwestern regions (Graph 6.10; Maps 6.1
through 6.3).

But the loss of native-born populations in the older regions
was somewhat compensated for by the beginnings of a new age of
international migration. Very quickly, in the older states and cities
the departing native-born whites were replaced by foreign-born im-
migrants. This trend would increase over time, so that the states with
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the highest ratio of foreign born were usually the states with the low-
est or negative levels of net internal migration. By the last quarter
of the 20th century, even California was sustaining itself by foreign
immigration rather than the traditional internal migration, which
had fallen dramatically in this period. In contrast, the states of the
South and Southwest thrived on this internal migration and con-
sistently had the highest net migrations of any states in the Union.
At the same time, except for Florida, they obtained few of the new
immigrants (Map 6.4).

There was also considerable movement in this period within re-
gions. Connecticut and New Jersey, for example, continued to in-
crease their population at the expense of other states in the North-
east region as part of the movement of population to the suburbs,
which were growing rapidly at this time – more rapidly than the
central cities. At the same time, the West, which had been a pri-
marily rural area, showed a major growth of urban centers for ev-
ery census in this period, becoming the second most urbanized re-
gion of the country after the Northeast. Even the South continued
to urbanize in this period (Graph 6.11). What is impressive is that
of the ten largest cities in the United States in 1980, five of them
were in the West or Southwest. To New York, Chicago, Philadelphia,
Detroit and Baltimore were now added Los Angeles, Houston, Dal-
las, Phoenix, and San Diego. The five traditional cities of the North-
east and North Central regions had a combined population of 13.7
million, and those of the Southwest and Far West had 7 million
and these were already growing more rapidly than the traditional
Eastern and Midwestern centers. It was also in 1980 that, for the
first time, the South and West together accounted for over half the
metropolitan populations of America, a ratio that increased with
time.38

Not only were Americans on the move within the country, but
also foreigners were on the move to the United States. Even in the
period of low international migration in the 1950s and early 1960s,

38 Hobbs and Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century, Appendix Tables 3
and 4.
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Graph 6.11: Percentage of Urban Population by Region, 1950–1980.

noncontinental migrants began arriving to the cities. This was the
period of peak migration of Puerto Ricans – United States citizens
since 1916 – to the mainland. In the 1940s, some 151,000 arrived,
most to the northeastern metropolitan centers, followed by an im-
pressive 470,000 in the 1950s and another 214,000 in the 1960s.39

By this last decade, there was also a major reversal of trends in terms
of foreign immigration to the United States. From the quota laws
of the 1920s to the end of World War II, foreign immigration to
the United States had been progressively declining. The low point
was reached during the early 1940s, when only some 23,000 immi-
grants arrived to the United States. The immediate postwar period
saw the expected rise in immigration, which soon ran into the quota
limits imposed in the 1920s. The first breach in the wall was the
Immigration Act of 1952, which moved the quota base from the
1880s arrivals breakdown to the 1920s resident foreign-born popu-
lation, which eliminated the bias toward the old northern European

39 José L. Vázquez Calzada, La población de Puerto Rico y su trayectoria histórica. Rio
Piedras: Raga Printing, 1988, p. 286.
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immigration. In October 1965, Congress finally abolished the quota
system and allowed anyone to apply for admission, although it placed
the first restrictions ever on Western Hemisphere immigration.40 By
this and subsequent congressional acts, the United States opened it-
self up to new waves of foreign immigration and from regions other
than the traditional European sources. Whereas in the 1940s, immi-
grants from Europe still made up 60% of the arriving aliens, by the
1970s they accounted for only 18% of them. Two new major move-
ments were now emerging, that from Latin America and a second
wave from Asia. In the 1940s, Latin Americans already accounted
for over a third of the immigrants, but Asians were still a small
group, accounting for just 4% of the total. By the 1970s, Asians
were up to 35% and Latin Americans accounted for 44% and were
the largest single group entering the United States. In the 1970s,
Mexicans represented 14% of all immigrants and made up a third
of all those coming from the Western Hemisphere. The 640,000
Mexicans who legally entered the country in the 1970s were the
largest single national contingent arriving in that decade, followed
by 355,000 people who came from the Philippines.41

Thus, as early as the 1970s, the “new-new” immigration had
emerged, which is the one that continued to dominate American
immigration throughout the rest of the century. Immigration was
now growing at some 7% per annum from 1945 to 1980, and the

40 The entire set of immigration laws from the earliest to the most recent
is found in the website http://www.immigration.gov/graphics/shared/aboutus/
statistics/legishist/index.htm, which is maintained by the new U.S. Bureau of
Citizenship and Immigration. For the general impact of the 1965 act in its early
years, see Richard Polenberg, One Nation Divisible: Class, Race and Ethnicity in
the United States Since 1938. New York: Viking Press, 1980, pp. 281–92. But for
the first time in immigration history, the 1965 act also placed a limit on West-
ern Hemisphere migration. For the negative consequences of this decision on
the pattern of Mexican legal and illegal migration, see Douglas S. Massey, Jorge
Durand, and Nolan J. Malone, Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration
in an Era of Economic Integration. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1992.

41 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbook of the Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service, 2000. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Tables 1
and 2, pp. 18–21.
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nature of the immigration was now dramatically shifting and with it
the nature of the foreign-born population in the United States. In
terms of volume, the average annual immigrant flow went steadily
from 180,000 in the late 1940s to 434,000 in the 1970s (the highest
average movement since the 1920s) and was on the road to becom-
ing the largest ever flow of migrants to America. In terms of ori-
gins, of course, came the shift from Europe to Latin America and
Asia. This major structural change in the source and volume of im-
migration were well reflected in the census of 1980, when, for the
first time ever, residents of European birth were no longer the ma-
jority of the foreign-born population. From 62% in the census of
1970, European-born residents declined to 39% of the foreign born
in 1980 and Latin Americans now accounted for a third of the for-
eign born, up from 19% ten years earlier. Asians were 19% in 1980,
up from just 9% in the previous census. This, of course, was an un-
derestimate of the Latin influence in American immigration, because
Puerto Ricans were considered American citizens and were not listed
as immigrants. If the estimated Puerto Rican migration to the main-
land is added to that of the Latin Americans in the 1960s and 1970s,
these Spanish-speaking migrants made up one-half to two-thirds of
all foreign immigrants in these two decades, accounting for 1.3 and
2.2 million persons coming to the mainland in these two decades.
Moreover, these trends accelerated even more in the post–1980 pe-
riod as Latin Americans became the largest group of the foreign
born.42

As had occurred with all the other post–1880 immigrations, the
majority of the new foreign-born arrivals headed for the cities. In
fact, most moved to a relatively few cities. It is estimated that in
1980, four out of ten new immigrants lived in either the Los Angeles
or New York City area.43 Only the Mexican agricultural migrants

42 Campbell J. Gibson and Emily Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the
Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850–1990.” Population Division
Working Paper No. 29; Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Popula-
tion Division (February 1999), Table 2 (updated 2001).

43 Roger Waldinger, “From Ellis Island to LAX: Immigrant Prospects in the Amer-
ican City,” International Migration Review 30, no. 4 (Winter 1996), p. 1078.
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headed to the rural areas, and a large share of these were temporary
workers and illegals. Thus, the ratio of Latin Americans and Asians
in the cities was higher than any of the native-born populations. In
the census of 1980, Asians and Latins were more urban than any
native-born group – reaching 90% or more – although they were far
less concentrated in the center cities than were the blacks.44

All of this new immigration also reversed the relative importance
of the foreign born within the national population. From the 1920s
to the 1950s, the foreign born became an ever smaller share of the
national population. By 1940, they had already fallen below the 10%
mark achieved in 1850, and by the census of 1970, they fell below
even that rate to just 4.7% of the resident national population – the
lowest ratio in the century.45 But in the 1970s, not only was this de-
cline reversed but also in every subsequent census the foreign-born
ratio within the national population has been on the increase as for-
eign immigration has intensified decade after decade. By 2000, they
were back up to 11.1% of the national total, a level not seen since
1930.46

Now almost as urban as the foreign immigrants and even more
concentrated in the core central city ghettos, the black popula-
tion seemed to be heading in a different direction than the rest of
American society in the period after World War II. Although their
rates of mortality, disease, and fertility paralleled the changes that
were occurring for the white majority, their rates never seem to con-
verge. They still were as far from the white population at the end of
this period as they were at the beginning, always having the higher
mortality and lower life expectancy. But at the same time, the black
population was now beginning to differ in important ways from the
white society. Not only were blacks far more urban and far more

44 U.S. Census of 1980, Summary Volumes, Vol. 1 (pc80-1-B1), Table 43, p. 27ff.
45 Campbell J. Gibson and Emily Lennon, “Historical Census Statistics on the

Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850–1990.” Population Division
Working Paper No. 29; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C. (February
1999), Table 1.

46 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Vital Statistics of the US 2002, part 1, Table 41.
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concentrated in isolated central city districts – especially in the
North – but there also appeared tendencies that seemed to suggest
that this significant minority was deviating from the white majority
in relation to traditional family values. The earlier signs of the de-
cline in the importance of the traditional family in the black com-
munity were quite evident by 1980. The births outside of marriage
by 1980 had now become common; teenage pregnancies were on the
rise, and the number of mothers living alone with their children was
becoming a much more prominent part of the social organization of
the black community. The black illegitimacy rate, which had always
been higher than that of the whites, now seemed to be heading in
a different direction from that of the whites as births out of wed-
lock almost doubled between 1960–1964 and 1965–1969, reaching
an extraordinary 54% of all black births. In this same period, the
white illegitimate rate was only 9% of all white births.47 In 1970,
the black teenage (15–18 years of age) birth rates reached 101 births
per 1,000 teenagers and almost two-thirds of these were illegitimate,
compared to white teenagers, whose birth rate was just 29 such births
per 1,000 teenagers; moreover, only 17% of these white teenage
births were illegitimate. Although black teenage birth rates began
to drop by a quarter in the next decade, the illegitimacy rate would
eventually reach 86% of births by black teenagers by the end of the
century.48 Equally, there was a steady rise among blacks of female-
headed households that contained children under 18 years of age,
which accounted for 24% of all black households by 1980, compared
to just 5% among white households.49 This suggested to researchers
at the time and later that the black family was in transition to a new

47 Amara Bachu, Trends in Premarital Childbearing, 1930–1994, CPS, Special Report
(October 1999), Table 1.

48 Population Research Bureau, AmeriStat staff, “Declining Fertility Among
Teenagers,” Table 1. Found at http://www.prb.org.

49 Taken from “AmeriStat” and based on an analysis of data taken from the 1970–
2002 Current Population Survey (March supplement). See Population Research
Bureau, “Diversity, Poverty Characterize Female-Headed Households” (Ameri-
Stat, March 2003).
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form of matriarchal family, distinct from the dominant white society.
Many thought that this was a deviant pattern of behavior and was
due to either their previous condition of slavery or was a result of the
migration of southern rural blacks into the seemingly disorganized
world of the modern urban slum. But all thought of these changes as
distinct from the norm of the majority society.
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1980–2003

The patterns that had been evolving in the late 1960s and early
1980s came fully to fruition in the post–1980 period. Fertility and
mortality – with some exceptions – continued to decline at the same
rate as in the 1980s and the immigration movement increased in
tempo, with the new immigration from Latin America and Asia
continuing to dominate the flow. But there also began to appear
in this period significant and unexpected changes in the traditional
household and family organization. The trends of increasing illegit-
imate births, increasing importance of female-headed households,
and higher ratios of adults living alone, which had previously ap-
peared as the deviant behavior of the black minority, now began to
appear with increasing frequency in the white majority. Although
the reasons may have been different for these changes, the resulting
trends and changes in household and marriage organization looked
quite similar. For example, for all ethnic groups and races, ratios of
birth outside marriage began to climb, female-headed households
with children increased with each census and survey, and the num-
ber of persons living alone in single person households was on the
increase. In fact, these patterns were to appear in all advanced in-
dustrial societies at this time and probably emerged in the United
States for the same reasons. Changing roles for women in society, es-
pecially their advancement into high-status professional jobs as well
as entrance into the workforce, the high cost of having children, and
basic changes in ideas about contraception and premarital sex all led
to a fundamental shift in opinions and then in performance. Whereas
the black family structure may have emerged from dire poverty, the

207
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white family patterns had their origins in affluence. What is apparent
is that these demographic trends in family organization and fertility
were soon quite common to all groups and were converging, and in
this the United States seemed to be in step with western Europe.

But some long-term trends also slowed in this period and new pat-
terns began to emerge. The shifts of population from urban centers to
suburbs – one of the most prominent features in the previous period –
continued in the post–1980 period but at a slower pace as the subur-
ban populations stabilized and the central cities in turn became more
attractive living spaces for the white native- and foreign-born pop-
ulations. In turn, the flow of immigration, clearly continuing post–
1960 trends, began to have a profound impact in changing the eth-
nicity of American society in new ways. The post–1980 period was
one in which large-scale international migration of both a legal and
an illegal kind (the so-called undocumented workers) once again be-
came a prominent feature of population growth in the United States.
The result of this new immigration was a major shift in ethnicity and
race, as persons of Hispanic origin finally became the largest minority
population in the United States in the census of 2000, surpassing the
African American population for the first time in history. This new
immigration also transformed previously traditional Anglo-Saxon-
dominated states into multiethnic societies. The archetypical case
of all this change was California, where non-Hispanic whites finally
dropped below half the state’s population in 1999, where 40% of the
population did not speak English at home in 2000, and where just
under half the births in the state were to Hispanic mothers – a ratio
that was rising.1

At the same time, the rates of change in mortality slowed as de-
generative diseases replaced infectious diseases as the major killers.
There was also a temporary reversal of trends as a new infectious dis-
eases suddenly erupted in the young adult population. Although the
trend in mortality was dropping for all ages, the sudden onslaught
of HIV/AIDS temporarily raised mortality rates in the younger adult

1 Statistics generated from the database of RAND California at http://
ca.rand.org/stats/statistics.html.
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age categories, although it had relatively little impact on overall mor-
tality trends.

If one were to define the most original demographic feature in
this post–1980 period, it would be the changes that were occurring
in both families and households for all sections of the national pop-
ulation. The traditional American family was undergoing profound
changes for all ages, all races, and all ethnic groups. Every aspect
of the American family was experiencing changes: the number of
adults who married, the age at which both men and women married,
the number of households that were formed by married people, the
number of children they were producing, and even the role of mar-
riage in influencing total fertility was in profound transformation.

Ever since the late 1960s, the age of persons contracting marriage
was on the rise. From 1980 to 2000, the median age at first mar-
riage rose three years for women and two years for men, so that by
the end of the century, men were marrying at 26.8 years of age and
women were marrying at 25.1 years. The rise since the midcentury
baby boom period was even more impressive, on the order of 4.8 years
for women.2 Americans not only were marrying later but also were
not marrying as much as they had in previous eras. Among all races
and sexes, for persons over 15 years of age, the ratio who had never
married was slowly rising, reaching a third of the men and a quarter of
women by the end of the century. Broken down by race, the changes
among the whites was occurring at a slower pace than among the
blacks, although both saw unmarried rates rising. By century’s end,
some 22% of adult white women had never married, compared to
42% of adult black women.3

All of this, of course, was having its impact on the structure of
households and the relationship between families and households.
Nonfamily households had always existed as a small share of the
total households in the United States, usually made up of elderly

2 U.S. Census Bureau, “Estimated Median Age at First Marriage, by Sex: 1890 to
the Present,” Table MS-2. Internet release date: June 29, 2001.

3 U.S. Census Bureau, “Marital Status of the Population 15 Years Old and Over,
by Sex and Race: 1950 to Present,” Table MS-1. Internet release date: June 29,
2001.
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Graph 7.1: Changing Nature of Households, 1950–2000.

persons with no families left. But now they were being formed by
young adults, many of whom never married. Moreover, the ratio of
two-parent households even in family households with children was
on the decline, as the ratio of single-parent-plus-children households
was on the rise. The rapidity of this change is evident when one looks
beyond this period. As late as 1960, at the height of the baby boom,
married families made up 74% of all households, whereas by the cen-
sus of 2000, they accounted for just a bit over half (53%) and were
on a long-term trend of decline (see Graph 7.1). In turn, non-family
households now accounted for 31% of all households, having risen
from just 11% of all households at midcentury.4

Married couples were also no longer the norm, even for house-
holds with children. Households with children under 18 years of
age probably experienced the most change in the second half of the
20th century. The number of two-parent families that made up such
households with children was steadily on the decline, falling by 20%

4 U.S. Census Bureau, “Households, by Type: 1940 to Present,” Table HH-1. In-
ternet release date: June 29, 2001.
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Graph 7.2: Changing Nature of Families with Children, 1950–2000.

from 1950 to 2000, and accounted for just under four fifths of such
households in the census of 2000. At the same time, the number of
families headed by a single parent had climbed in the opposite di-
rection, reaching 27% of all families with children under 18 years.
Although the trend for all groups was the same, the black population
experienced the fastest decline of dual parent family households, by
the end of the century, married couples with children accounted for
only 39% of all black family households with children.5 But as the
general figures indicate, no group was immune to this fundamental
shift of declining two-parent households (Graph 7.2).

There was also a profound change in living arrangements among
older persons. Declining mortality and morbidity, the development
of social security and other retirement benefits all meant that older
persons could financially live alone and were generally healthier and
lived longer than in earlier periods. Finally a change in cultural

5 U.S. Census Bureau, “Families, by Presence of Own Children Under 18: 1950 to
Present,” Table FM-1. Internet release date: June 29, 2001.
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values during the second half of the 20th century seems to have
increased the value of privacy among older adults. In 1910, for ex-
ample, only 12% of widows 65 years of age and older lived alone.
Typically they lived with their married children in extended house-
holds. By 1990 almost 70% of such widows were living alone.6 There
was also a major rise of “empty nest” households with elderly couples
no longer having resident children of any age. By 2000 a surpris-
ingly high 55% of adults over 65 who resided in independent house-
holds lived with their spouses.7 In 1880 extended households, here
defined as having kin other than the spouse and children in com-
mon residence, represented a fifth of all white households, but by
1980 the figure had declined to 7% of all households. A decline had
occurred among black households as well, but not at the rate of the
white decline. As of 1980 some 17% of black households still had
such kin resident in extended households.8 It has been suggested in
some of the recent literature that there has been a crossover in pat-
terns of residence between blacks and whites in the course of the
20th century. Whereas in 1900 blacks were supposedly more likely
to live in simple family households, white families were more likely
to reside with older adults in the same household. By the second
half of the 20th century the roles were reversed. Blacks tended more
than whites to live in extended family arrangements, especially with
female-dominated extended households. This “crossover” position
is still a controversial one, but there is no question that currently
whites are far less likely to live in extended households than blacks.
Moreover, there is little question that there has been a profound
change among the elderly, with privacy being more highly desired
today than in 1900. With better health and more income, more

6 Ellen A. Kramarow, “The Elderly Who Live Alone in the United States: Histor-
ical Perspectives on Household Change,” Demography, Vol. 32, no. 3 (August,
1995), p. 335.

7 Jason Fields and Lynne M. Casper, America’s Families and Living Arrangements:
Population Characteristics (Washington, DC, US Census Bureau, Current Popu-
lation Reports, P20-537. June 2001), p. 12. The ratio among men was 73% of all
such households and among women only 41%.

8 Steven Ruggles, “The Tranformation of American Family Structure,” American
Historical Review, Vol. 99, no. 1 (Feb., 1994), p. 107, table 1.
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elderly persons clearly had the ability and the desire to “buy” their
privacy as never before.9

Not only were married families and families in general on the de-
cline but also there was important accompanying shifts in fertility.
Although the extremely low total fertility rates of the mid–1970s
were somewhat reversed in the 1980s and 1990s, the total fertility
rates barely reached replacement and fluctuated between 2.0 and
2.1 children per women who had completed their fertility by the
end of the century. In fact, this overall national rate masked a
continuing low total fertility rate of non-Hispanic white women,
who by 2000 were averaging just 1.8 children – comparable to
the rates they had from the mid–1970s. Among all groups, it was
only the Hispanic women – who ended their fertility with 2.5
children – who were above the bare replacement level (Graph
7.3).10 Even among the Hispanic women, it was essentially the
Mexican women, the largest single group, that maintained very
high fertility rates. Cuban American women were close to the
non-Hispanic whites and the Puerto Rican women were closer to
the patterns of fertility practiced by non-Hispanic black women
(see Graph 7.4).

There was also the beginning of a profound change in the role of
marriage in fertility. This was made evident by the rise in births out-
side of marriage, which guaranteed that married women no longer
remained the exclusive arbiters of fertility in the United States.
Whereas at midcentury, births out of wedlock were an insignificant
phenomenon accounting for only 4% of all births and were still be-
low 10% until 1968, by the end of the century, they amounted to a
third of all births and their ratio of total births were steadily rising.
Although all groups experienced this growth, non-Hispanic whites
experienced a slower rise than all other groups, but even they had
illegitimacy rates of 28% by 2000. What is impressive is that these
were probably the highest recorded rates for any period in American

9 Frances K. Goldscheider and Regina M. Bures, “The Racial Crossover in Family
Complexity in the United States,” Demography, vol. 40 no. 3 (August 2003),
pp. 569–587.

10 Amara Bachu and Martin O’Connell, “Fertility of American Women: June
2000,” Current Population Reports, P20-543RV (October 2001), p. 3.
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“Births: Final Data for 2001,” National Vital Statistics Report 51, no. 2 (2002).

Graph 7.3: Total Fertility by Race and Ethnicity, 1990–2001.

history, and despite all the talk of these rates declining, the increasing
illegitimacy rates in Europe suggest that North America is following
European trends. Although initially illegitimacy appeared among the
poorest elements in the society, the fact that wealthier groups also
began to experience these rising trends in births outside of wedlock
when the economy was stable if not growing suggests that by the
late 20th century this trend was due to changes in cultural norms
and attitudes and the changing role of women in society. This can
be seen in the shift in the relative rates of illegitimate births by age.
In the 1970s, when the issue began to be perceived by the public as
one of major concern, it was teenagers who had the highest rates of
births outside of marriage, and these births seemed to be rising at the
time. But by the end of the century, it was older women whose rate
of illegitimacy was highest and rising, whereas that for teenagers was
falling (see Graph 7.5).

That this increase of births outside of marriage was not due to
poverty per se can be seen in the fact that the United States was not
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Graph 7.4: Total Fertility among Hispanics, 1989–2000.
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Graph 7.5: Ratio of Illegitimate Births to All Births by Race, 1950–2000.
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unique in this new pattern of births and the declining importance of
traditional marriage. Other wealthy countries, such as Sweden, also
experienced this trend. Although Sweden at midcentury still had a
low rate of just 10% illegitimate births, by the end of the century
its rate of nonmarital births had reached 53% of all births. By 1996,
even Catholic countries such as Spain and Portugal had arrived at
16% and 22% illegitimacy rates respectively and France was up to
38% illegitimate births. Although Italy was still quite low, almost all
western European advanced industrial countries were experiencing a
steady and unabated rise in illegitimate births in this period.11 Thus,
the belief that this was a temporary or uniquely North American
development does not appear to be the case. The factors influenc-
ing these trends everywhere in the modern industrial world seem to
be the same – late marriages, women’s increasing participation in
the workforce resulting in higher incomes for women, and changing
beliefs in the importance and necessity of marriage. These were be-
liefs and changes that seem to be general phenomena affecting all of
Europe and North America at approximately the same time.

In fact even among dual-parent households with children, the tra-
ditional family with a single male breadwinner working alone to sus-
tain the family was no longer the norm. By the end of the century,
only one in five married couples had just a single male breadwinner
working outside the home. Nor was the traditional family model of
the stay-at-home mother the norm for families with children. Al-
though the ratio of families with the fathers working and mothers
staying at home was higher among these families, even in this sub-
section of married couples the traditional model no longer accounted
for the majority of such families. Among married couples with chil-
dren, 28% had just a father in the workforce, and in families with
children under 6 years of age, only 36% had the mother staying at
home with the children and not working. That this pattern is not to
be reversed anytime soon is indicated by the fact that the trend of
male breadwinners as the only support of the family was down for all

11 Data taken from the world demographic databank maintained by the Institut
National d’Etudes Démographique, http://www.ined.fr/bdd/demogr/.
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Graph 7.6: Ratio of Married Couples with Husband-Only Working by Age of Chil-
dren, 1986–2000.

of this period, and these rates were the lowest recorded in the last
part of the century (Graph 7.6). Not only were more women in the
workforce – a ratio that was constantly on the rise through the second
half of the century – but also the vast majority of married mothers
with young children were working outside the home by 2000. Even
for women who had given birth to a child during the previous year,
the majority at the end of the year were found to be working outside
the home – a rate of 55% of them in 2000 compared to just 31% in
1967.12

All of these changes had their impact on fertility. Formal mar-
riage was no longer the exclusive arbiter of fertility, and more and
more women were reducing the number of children they did have.
This was not due to women foregoing children. In fact, there was
little change in the number of women going childless, which has

12 U.S. Census Bureau, “Women 15 to 44 Years Old Who Have Had a Child in the
Last Year and Their Percentage in the Labor Force: Selected Years, June 1976 to
Present,” Table H5. Internet release date: October 18, 2001.
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remained quite steady since 1960.13 Nor was it due to declining sex-
ual activity, since sexual activity of teenagers was on the rise and
many more women in the 1990s were having sexual relations out-
side of marriage than thirty years earlier.14 This decline in fertility
was due to the fact that women were deliberately deciding to have
fewer children. They were marrying later, thus reducing their mari-
tal fertility; they were beginning childbearing at ever later ages, they
were spacing their children farther apart, and they were terminating
their fertility at earlier ages. Not only did the average age of moth-
ers having their first children rise by 2.7 years from 1960 to 1999,
but it also rose significantly for every subsequent child being born,
while the spacing between children also increased.15 Although the
average age of mothers at first birth for the entire population was
now 24.9 years, for non-Hispanic white women it was 25.9 years.16

From 1950 to 2000, the number of live births for each age cate-
gory declined by over half, with the biggest decline occurring in
the 25–39 age group.17 As was to be expected from the fertility de-
clines, the size of families with children was declining as well. The

13 The rate has stayed relatively steady since 1960 at roughly 15% to 16% for
women who have reached 44 years of age. See National Center for Health Statis-
tics, Health, United States, 2001. Hyattsville, Md.: 2001, Table 4.

14 As the 1995 health survey carried out by the CDC concluded, “Among ever-
married women 15–44 years of age, 82 percent had first intercourse before they
were married. About 69 percent of those first married in 1965–74 had their first
intercourse before marriage compared with 89 percent of those first married in
the 1990’s. Only 2 percent of those first married in 1965–74 had their first inter-
course 5 years or more before marriage compared with 56 percent of those first
married in the 1990,” see J. Abma, A. Chandra, W. Mosher, L. Peterson, and
L. Piccinino, Fertility, Family Planning, and Women’s Health: New Data from the
1995 National Survey of Family Growth, Vital Health Statistics 23, no. 19. Wash-
ington, D.C. National Center for Health Statistics, 1997, p. 5

15 CDC, NCHS, Data Warehouse, “Median Age of Mother by Live-Birth Order,
According to Race and Hispanic Origin: United States, Selected Years 1940–
99.” Table 1–5.

16 T. J. Mathews and Brady E. Hamilton, “Mean Age of Mother, 1970–2000,” Na-
tional Vital Statistics Reports 51, no. 1 (December 11, 2002), Tables 1–2, pp. 6–7.

17 CDC, Health, United States, 2002, Table 3. There was also a steady decline in the
median age of mothers at the birth of their last child – dropping by three years
from 1915 to 1955. Paul C. Glick and Robert Parke, Jr, “ New Approaches in
Studying the Life Cycle of the Family,” Demography, vol. 2 (1965), p. 191.
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average number of children in families that included children went
from 2.4 children in 1965 at the height of the baby boom to just 1.9
children in 2000.18

Women were carrying out these changes in their fertility through
a variety of methods. They were making more systematic use of con-
traceptives and legal abortions.19 It is estimated that by the end of
the century, almost two-thirds of all women ages 15–44 used some
form of contraception. Although only a third of the teenagers used
some method of birth control, by the time women were reaching the
crucial fertility years (after 24 years of age), over 70% of them were
using contraceptives. This pattern of rising contraceptive use over
time was common to all racial and ethnic groups. Although legal
abortion rates rose rapidly initially and reached as much as 43% of
the total of live births in the mid-1980s, by the late 1990s they were
down to 34% of all births and falling. For the whites, the fall was
quite dramatic, reaching just a quarter of white births at the end of
the century. Abortion rates among black women, however, once ris-
ing to the 65% to 70% range in the earlier years, did not decline and
remained steady throughout the period (see Graph 7.7).20

Although the impact of legal abortion may have repressed the
birth rate somewhat in the early years, the decline of abortions at
the end of the century has not reversed fertility rates. These have
continued to decline from the 1960s onward. From 1980 to 2000,
the crude birth rate dropped from 24 per thousand resident popula-
tion to just 15 per thousand. Although almost all groups experienced
this decline, it was in fact the non-Hispanic whites who experi-
enced the lowest birth rate for any group in the population, reaching
just 12.2 births per thousand non-Hispanic white residents. Blacks
and American Indians were among the highest fertility groups and

18 U.S. Census Bureau, “Average Number of Own Children Under 18 per Family,
by Type of Family: 1955 to Present,” Table FM-3. Internet release date: June 29,
2001.

19 Contraceptive use went from 56% of all women 15 to 44 in 1982 to 64% in 1995,
and although highest for non-Hispanic white women (66%) was on the increase
for all groups, including Hispanics.

20 National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville,
Md.: 2002, Table 16, p. 100
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Graph 7.7: Abortion Rate by Race, 1975–1997.

experienced similar declines. The one group that stands out against
the trend is Hispanics, whose rate actually increased to 25.1 births
per thousand residents of this group in the national population.21

Although Cuban and other non-Mexican Hispanics tended to have
low birth rates, this was compensated for by the Mexicans, who were
both the single most important part of the Hispanic population22

and had overwhelmingly the highest birth rates of any group in the
country. Thus in certain urban regions and in the coastal and frontier
states, the importance of the Mexicans compensated for the declin-
ing fertility rates of the native-born populations.

The levels of mortality in the period since 1980 have tended to
be somewhat erratic, although the long-term trend remained one of
decline. Overall, the age-adjusted mortality rate from 1980 to 2000

21 National Center for Health Statistics. Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville,
Md.: 2002, Table 3, pp. 83–4.

22 Births to Mexican mothers accounted for 71% of all Hispanic births in the
United States in 2000. They produced almost as many children as black moth-
ers, and these births made up 15% of the over 4 million births that occurred.
National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville,
Md.: 2002, Table 5, pp. 86.
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declined by 16%, and the tendency of male mortality to decline faster
than female mortality meant that the ratio of male-to-female age-
adjusted rates in 2000 was only 1.4 times greater than female rates,
as opposed to 1.6 times greater than those rates in 1980.23 Although
the HIV/AIDS epidemic had an impact on mortality of adult men
aged 25–44 years in the early 1990s, this impact peaked in 1995 with
the introduction of new antiviral treatments that brought the death
rate for these men back toward the declining trend in the second half
of the decade.24 Thus, the convergence of death rates between men
and women resulted in the reversal of the long-term trend in sexual
differences in life expectancy, as males began to converge toward fe-
male levels of life expectancy at birth. That divergence had peaked
in the 1960s at close to 8 years’ difference of life. After the 1970s, the
trend reversed itself. Although there were still 7.4 years of difference
between men and women in 1980, by 2000 this had been reduced to
just 5.4 years.25

There was also a marked decline in the infant mortality and ma-
ternal mortality death rates due to better medical attention at birth.
The infant mortality rate continued its long-term pattern of secular
decline, going from 29 deaths per 1,000 lives births at midcentury to
13 deaths in 1980 and 9 deaths in 2001.26 In this it was similar to
all of the advanced industrial societies of the world and in fact was
somewhat behind international rates. The western European coun-
tries had mostly reached the rate of 5 deaths or less per thousand

23 CDC, NCHS, National Vital Statistics Report 50, no. 15 (September 16, 2002),
Table 1, p. 19. These rates are age adjusted to the age distribution of the popu-
lation in 2000.

24 See National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States, 2002. Hy-
attsville, Md.: 2002, Table 43, p. 159, for HIV death rates by age and sex, 1987–
1999. For overall death rates by age to 1999, see Table 36, pp. 137–40. For the
rates after 1999, see CDC, NCHS, National Vital Statistics Reports 51, no. 5, March
14, 2003, Table 1, p. 7.

25 CDC, NCHS, Data Warehouse, “Life Expectancy at Birth, at 65 Years of Age,
and at 75 Years of Age, According to Race and Sex: United States, Selected
Years,” Table 28.

26 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2002, Table
66, p. 59.
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births by 2000.27 The maternal death rate, calculated as the number
of mothers dying at birth to 100,000 births, declined by over a third
from 1980 to the end of the century. In 1998, the rate was calculated
at 8.3 deaths per 100,000 live births, which also was a rate higher
than comparable rates in Europe.28

But there was little change in the leading causes of death from
1980 to 2000. In the former period, as in the latter, it was diseases
of the heart, cancers, and strokes that were the three major killers,
in that order, with only Alzheimer’s disease becoming a new major
killer in the top ten list as the elderly population increased.29 Al-
though these degenerative diseases continued to influence the ag-
ing national population, there was, in fact, an improvement in both
health and life expectancy among the aged in this period. It has been
estimated that over the course of the 20th century the incidence
of physical limitations among the elderly, from difficulty walking to
paralysis, blindness, and deafness, has consistantly declined among
those over 50 and over 60 years, on average about 0.7% to 0.9% per
annum. In 1900 samples of men over 60 years of age, it was found
that over a third of them had difficulty walking; from comparable
groups examined in the early 1990s, these rates had fallen to under
14%.30 Not only was old age less fraught with limitations, but even
life expectancy at 65 years of age now rose 3.3 years for men and
4.1 years for women in the half century between 1950 and 1999.31

27 J. P Sardon, ODE, “Recent Demographic Trends in Developed Countries” (Jan-
uary 2002), from the website of INED-FRANCE http://www.ined.fr//; also see
Jacques Vallin, France Meslé, and Tapani Valkonen, Trend in Mortality and Dif-
ferential mortality (Population Studies, no. 36, Strasbourg: Council of Europe,
2001), Table 3, pp. 61–3.

28 For European rates, see World Health Organization, WHO Statistics, “Mater-
nal Mortality, 1995 Country Estimates.” Accessed at http://www3.who.int/. The
American rates were earlier based on a different calculation, that was changed in
1999. For this reason, the pre-1999 rates are noncomparable to those offered by
the CDC in that year. See National Center for Health Statistics. Health, United
States, 2002. Hyattsville, Md.: 2002, Table 44, p. 161.

29 CDC, Health, United States, 2002. Washington, D.C., 2002, Table 32, pp. 21–4.
30 Dora L. Costa, “Changing Chronic Disease Rates and Long Term Decline in

Functional Limitation Among Elderly Men,” Demography 39, no. 1 (February
2002), Table 3, p. 125.

31 CDC, Health, United States, 2002. Washington, D.C., 2002, Table 28, p. 116.
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By this later year older persons in this age group were living an addi-
tional 16.1 and 19.2 years respectively. Although this was still below
the Japanese rates – now the highest in the world – they were only
off by 1.2 years for white men and 2.7 years for white women. In fact,
they were now at the survival rates of Spain and Austria. The rates
for black men and women in the late 1990s were comparable to those
for the elderly men and women of eastern Europe.32

As was historically the case, mortality rates in this period as well
were not equal for all groups within society. The sharp differences
that have always existed between black and white mortality changed
little during the last part of the 20th century. Black rates of mor-
tality dropped in this period for all types of death, but there was
no convergence on white rates, which declined as fast or faster. At
the end of the century, blacks had over double the mortality rate of
whites in virtually every category, from neonatal, infant, and mater-
nal mortality to age-specific rates and on average lived 6 years less
than whites. Black males even had an HIV/AIDS death rate in the
early 1990s one and a half times greater than that of white males
in their age category.33 Moreover, migration to the northern central
cities did not lead to better health. In 1990, it was estimated that
African Americans in poor southern rural counties had a higher life
expectancy than black men and women living in Harlem, Central
City Detroit, the South Side of Chicago, and the Watts district in
Los Angeles.34

32 CDC, Health, United States, 2002. Washington, D.C., 2002, Table 27, p. 115.
33 Aside from the above cited materials, see Michael R. Haines, “Ethnic Differ-

ences in Demographic Behavior in the United States: Has There Been Con-
vergence?” Working Paper no. 9042, National Bureau of Economic Research,
July 2002. A CDC survey in 1988 found that even within the groups above and
below the poverty line, there was a sharp difference by race with poor blacks
suffering almost 7 more deaths per 100,000 live births than poor whites and the
ratio among non-poverty being two times as great, with white non-poor suffering
just 7.6 deaths per 100,000 live births. “Poverty and Infant Mortality,” Monthly
Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 44, no. 49 (December 15, 1995), Table 2,
p. 927.

34 Arline T. Geronimus, John Bound, Timothy A. Waidmann, Cynthia G. Colen,
and Dianne Steffick, “Inequality in Life Expectancy, Functional Status, and Ac-
tive Life Expectancy Across Selected Black and White Populations in the United
States,” Demography 38, no. 2 (May 2001), Table 3, p. 243.
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These differences in rates not only reflected the continuing in-
fluence of racial prejudice but also, by the end of the century, were
clearly marking fundamental class differences in the access to health
resources for all types of poor persons, white and nonwhite, in the
United States. When death rates are broken down by education com-
pleted, a good proxy for class, the difference in rates is impressive.
The death rate for persons with less than 12 years of schooling was
2.6 times greater per 100,0000 population in 1999 than for those
completing 13 or more years of schooling, and this difference held for
sex as well.35 Although since early in the 20th century living in the
cities no longer creates a “mortality penalty” and the rural mortality
rates are now in fact higher than those in the urbanized counties,
the concentration of poor in the inner cities has meant that mortal-
ity rates in the inner city have been higher than mortality rates for
the urban population in general and higher than that of the wealthier
suburbs.36 This mortality difference by class and race is clearly related
to access to health care, which is unequally given to persons on the
basis of wealth.37 This sharp difference among the populations in the
United States in access to health care and in the quality of health
care received helps to explain why, at the end of the 20th century, all
rates of mortality tend to be higher and life expectancy tends to be
lower than those of comparable advanced industrial societies in Eu-
rope and Asia.38 Moreover, all estimates of future rates indicate that

35 National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville,
Md.: 2002, Table 35, p. 136.

36 National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville,
Md.: 2002, Table 34, pp. 133–5

37 In 1999, it was estimated that 17% of the population younger than 65 years of
age did not have health insurance and the same ratio of pregnant women did not
receive prenatal care in the first trimester. National Center for Health Statistics,
Health, United States, 2002. Hyattsville, Md.: 2002, Table 52, pp. 179–80.

38 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2002. Wash-
ington D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 1312, p. 829. Average life expectancy at birth in
the year 2001 was an extraordinary 3.5 years greater in Japan than the United
States, a level that the United States is not expected to reach until well into
the 21st century. The infant mortality rate was 43% higher in the United States
than in Japan in this same year, with the United States unable to reach even the
2001 Japanese rate by 2010.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B-07 CB666-Klein-v4 January 23, 2004 15:48

A MODERN INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY, 1980–2003 225

the United States will not achieve the current rates of the advanced
European and Asian countries until well into the 21st century. Yet
this disparity occurs despite the fact that the United States spends
a much higher ratio of its gross national product on health care
than any other advanced industrial country.39 Clearly, the spend-
ing of this money is unequally distributed, with the result that a
large share of the American population has health standards more
common to less developed countries than to the advanced industrial
world.

If the health of the United States population falls short of in-
ternational standards, its wealth per capita is among the highest in
the world, and it has thus become a magnet for international mi-
grations as never before in its history. Ever since the revision of the
immigration laws in the late 1970s, the flow of immigration has in-
creased steadily. The average annual arrivals, which were on the or-
der of 321,000 per annum in the 1960s and 434,000 in the 1970s,
reached 633,000 per annum in the 1980s and 978,000 per annum in
the 1990s.40 From 1980 to 2000, some 17 million legal immigrants
arrived to the United States (see Graph 7.8). As was apparent from
the 1960s onward, the origin of that immigration had shifted to a
domination of Latin American and Asian migrants, with Mexico
outdistancing all other nations as a source of migrants to the United
States. In the 1980s, Mexicans already made up 23% of all immi-
grants, and this rose to 25% in the 1990s.41 By the census of 2000,
it was estimated that there were 7.8 million Mexicans legally resid-
ing in the United States. Moreover, there was not only a legal mi-
gration of Mexicans, but given the length of their common border
and the great disparity in their wages and income, there was also a
massive illegal migration as well. The latest calculations done by the

39 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2002. Wash-
ington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 1313, p. 830.

40 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbook of the Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service, 2000. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 1,
p. 18.

41 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbook of the Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service, 2000. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 2,
p. 19.
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Source: INS, Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2000, Table 1.

Graph 7.8: Average Annual Immigration to the United States by Decade, 1820–
2000.

Census Bureau estimate that in the census of 2000, there were 10.2
million foreign-born undocumented immigrants in the country –
a majority of whom were Mexicans – and these illegal immigrants
made up close to a third of the permanently residing foreign-born
population.42

All this has meant that the foreign-born population by the end of
the century was again approaching the levels of importance that they
had at the beginning of the 20th century, and their total numbers,
of course, were the largest ever in American history. These foreign-
born migrants, by 2000, accounted for some 31 million of the resident
population, up from 14 million in 1980.43 Most of these foreign born
were recent immigrants, with four out of ten arriving in the 1990s

42 Kevin E. Deardorff and Lisa M. Blumerman, “Evaluating Components of Inter-
national Migration: Estimates of the Foreign-Born Population by Migrant Status
in 2000,” Population Division, Working Paper Series No. 58; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, December 2001, Table 2.

43 U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2002, Table 41, p. 45.
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and almost seven out of ten coming since 1980.44 It is evident that
Latin Americans or Hispanics, as they were now called by the Bu-
reau of the Census, made up a very high ratio of the foreign born –
over half in 2000 – with Asians coming next at just over a quarter
of the total.45 Including those who migrated from Puerto Rico and
illegal immigrants, especially important in the Mexican migration,
it is estimated that in 2000 there were 32.8 million Hispanics of for-
eign birth or second generation children born to Hispanic parents
and they alone represented 12% of the population.46 All together
the “foreign stock,” defined as those born outside the United States
and their immediate offspring (the so-called second generation),
was estimated at 55.9 million and accounted for a fifth of the total
population.47

The foreign-born population, especially the 32 million described
as Hispanics, were not evenly spread across the entire nation. For-
eign migration in general was primarily coastal and urban, although
there was no state that did not obtain foreign immigrants in the
post-1980 period (see Map 7.1). As for the Hispanics, each subgroup
was concentrated in a different region of the country, although few
lived in the Midwestern states. Of the 22 million estimated Mexi-
can population in 2000, 57% lived in the Western region; of the 3
million Puerto Ricans, 64% resided in the Northeast and 80% of the
1.3 million Cubans resided in the South.48 More urban than the pop-
ulation as a whole and more than non-Hispanic whites, Hispanics
also tended to live in the central cities of the great metropolitan ar-
eas more than any other group in the population except for blacks.

44 U.S. Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, March 2000,” Table 1-6, In-
ternet release date: January 3, 2001.

45 Lisa Lollock, “The Foreign Born Population in the United States: March 2000,”
Current Population Reports, P20–534, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau,
2001, p. 1.

46 U.S. Census Bureau, “Census 2000 Redistricting Data (P.L. 94–171), Summary
File for States and Census 2000 Redistricting Summary File for Puerto Rico,”
Tables PL1 and PL2. Internet release date: April 2, 2001.

47 U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2002, Table 42, p. 45.
48 U.S. Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, March 2000, Ethnic and His-

panic Statistics Branch, Population Division,” Table 18.1. Internet release date:
March 6, 2001.
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Even so, although half the African Americans resided in such cen-
tral cities, Hispanics were not far behind with 46% residing in these
areas. Every Hispanic group, except for Cubans, had a higher ratio
than the national average residing in central cities. The most con-
centrated were Puerto Ricans; some 61% of whom resided in cen-
tral cities.49 At 44% resident in the central cities by 2002, even
the Asian population, although slightly less concentrated in central
cities than Hispanics, were still above the national norm.50 More-
over, these great metropolitan areas were being sustained by for-
eign immigration, as the native-born population continued to have
a net-negative migration flow from these cities. Even the states in
general that were high immigrant states were net-negative states in
terms of the internal migration of the native-born population (see
Map 7.2). Thus, the population of the foreign stock tended to com-
pensate for the declines in the states and cities that were losing
native-born population at the end of the 20th century.51

That foreign migrants were crucial for metropolitan growth can
be seen in the role they played in bringing positive growth rates
to all metropolitan areas between 1998 and 2001 (see Graphs 7.9
and 7.10) and in cutting down the losses for the central cities. They
also increasingly migrated to the suburbs, but their weight there was
counterbalanced by the continual flow of native-born populations
out of the central cities and to the suburbs, which did not change
direction in this period although the flow appears to have lessened
at the beginning of the 21st century. Given their urban orientation,
these foreign-born immigrants had little impact on the rural areas,
which continued to have negative population flows for all groups in
this period.

49 U.S. Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, March 2000, Ethnic and His-
panic Statistics Branch, Population Division,” Table 20.1. Internet release date:
March 6, 2001.

50 U.S. Census Bureau, “Current Population Survey, March 2002, Ethnic and His-
panic Statistics Branch, Population Division,” Table 3.15. Internet release date:
March 10, 2003.

51 See William H. Frey, “Immigration, Domestic Migration and Demographic
Balkanization in America: New Evidence for the 1990s,” Population and Devel-
opment Review 22, no. 4 (December 1996), pp. 741–63.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Table A-3. “Inmigration, Outmigration, and Net Migration for Metropolitan 
Areas: 1985--2001,” Internet release date: July 12, 2000. Last revised: March 31, 2003.

Graph 7.9: Population Change for Metropolitan Areas and Their Subdivisions be-
tween 1999 and 2000.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Table A-3. “Inmigration, Outmigration, and Net Migration for Metropolitan
Areas: 1985--2001,” Internet release date: July 12, 2000. Last revised: March 31, 2003.

Graph 7.10: Population Change for Metropolitan Areas and Their Subdivisions
between 2000 and 2001.
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Despite some slowing of the trends, the suburbs continued to gain
population at the cost of the central cities and even at the increasing
cost of the nonmetropolitan areas. Equally, the disparities in wealth
between central cities and suburbs continued to grow in the last
decades of the 20th century. By 2000, the poverty rate in the cen-
tral cities was twice as high as in the suburbs and income was twice as
high in the suburbs. As was to be expected, central cities had a higher
unemployment rate and as has been seen, higher mortality rates. The
ratio of vacant houses, of home ownership, of professional workers,
and even of education level of the population all tended to worsen
in the decade between 1990 and 2000. There were some regional dif-
ferences that showed that the western and eastern cities experienced
decreasing spreads between core and suburbs, but the difference in-
creased in the Northeast and Midwest.52 The only significant change
in this period was a modest decline in all metropolitan area housing
segregation indices for blacks, in contrast to the rise in segregation
indices for Asians and Hispanics. The latter group, in fact, increased
its isolation from both whites and blacks with each census.53

The high ratio of recent immigrant arrivals among the foreign
born, the high ratio speaking the dominant immigrant language
[a ratio far higher than the principal language (Italian) had been a
century before], and their increasing concentration in densely popu-
lated immigrant regions (again at rates far higher than the New Im-
migrants of the 1880 to 1914 era) resulted in a far higher retention
of foreign language among the new arrivals than in earlier periods.54

52 John R. Logan, “The Suburban Advantage: New Census Data Show Unyield-
ing City–Suburb Economic Gap, and Surprising Shifts in Some Places.” Albany,
N.Y.: Lewis Mumford Center for Comparative Urban and Regional Research,
SUNY Albany, June 24, 2002, Table 1.

53 John Iceland, Daniel H. Weinberg, and Erika Steinmetz, Racial and Ethnic Res-
idential Segregation in the United States: 1980–2000, U.S. Census Bureau, Series
CENSR-3. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Tables 4.2, 5.2, and 6.2, pp. 43, 64,
and 84. Also see John R. Logan, Hispanic Populations and Their Residential Patterns
in the Metropolis. Albany, N.Y.: Lewis Mumford Center for Comparative Urban
and Regional Research, SUNY Albany, May 8, 2002, Table 3.

54 It has been argued that native language retention will be higher and last longer
than in any previous generation of migrants and that there is a potential for
the nation to become truly bilingual if this pattern of migration continues. See
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It was estimated in the census of 2000 that 47 million (or 18%) of
the 262 million persons who were over the age of 5 years did not
speak English at home, of whom 60% (or 28 million) were Spanish
speakers. The states with the highest ratio of non-English speakers
were the expected coastal states, the southern frontier states, and
Hawaii. In California an extraordinary 40% of the population did
not speak English at home.55 Given these patterns, Spanish speak-
ers, unlike earlier migration streams, tended to retain their native
language over several more generations than was common for earlier
immigrant groups.56

In the context of the declining birth rates of the native-born non-
Hispanic whites, the net arrival of foreign born accounted for 39%
of the natural growth of the American population in this and sub-
sequent years.57 Yet this input, although maintaining the positive
growth of the national population, only slowed somewhat the aging
of the American population, which was a process occurring in all
the advanced industrial societies. Given the low fertility rates of the
dominant non-Hispanic white population, the aged were becoming
an ever more important element in the society. Together with a ris-
ing life expectancy, the fertility and mortality trends at the end of
the 20th century were transforming the age structure of the national
population in profound ways. First, the mean age of the population
was progressively rising along with the share of the population of per-
sons in the older age groups. In the last twenty years of the century,
the median age of the national population rose 5.3 years to reach
35.3 years of age. As can seen in the age pyramids for the three
decades, the shape of age distribution was becoming ever heavier on

Douglas S. Massey, “The New Immigration and Ethnicity in the United States,”
Population and Development Review 21, no. 3 (September 1995), pp. 646–47.

55 U.S. “Census Bureau, Census 2000,” Summary File 3, Tables P19, PCT13, and
PCT14. Internet release data: February 25, 2003.

56 Richard Alba, John Logan, Amy Lutz, and Brian Stults, “Only English by the
Third Generation? Loss and Preservation of the Mother Tongue Among the
Grandchildren of Contemporary Immigrants,” Demography 39, no. 3 (August
2002), pp. 467–84.

57 U.S. Census Bureau, “Components of Change for the Total Resident Population:
Middle Series, 1999 to 2100,” Table NP-T6-A. Internet release date: January 13,
2000.
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the top and smaller at the younger ages – moving from the classic
pyramid to a more jarlike shape (see Graph 7.10 earlier and Graphs
7.11 and 7.12). At the same time, there was a steady growth of the
ratio of the population over 65 years of age, which went from 11.3%
of the population in 1980 to 12.4% in the latest census.58 Although
this was still slightly behind the European rate of 15.5% at the end
of the century, it is projected that the United States will reach that
rate by 2010 and that the elderly will make up 20% of the population
as early as 2030.59

All this demographic change was beginning to have a profound
and increasing impact on the labor market as over the next few gen-
erations fewer workers would be supporting more nonworkers. The
so-called dependency or support ratio, which is the ratio of work-
ers to nonworkers, will be progressively increasing with each census,
with all its consequent impact both here and in other advanced in-
dustrial societies. In 2000, some 41% of the population was elderly
or younger than 20 years of age and thus being supported by 59% of
the people who were in the workforce. Given the fact that the baby
boomers in 2000 were still in the workforce, the ratio of working
population from the 1970s to 2000 actually increased. Before baby
boomers entered the workforce, the ratio of 20- to 64-year-olds to
total population was 52.2% (1970) and then rose to 56.7% in 1980
when they entered the workforce and reached a new high at the end
of the century. But as the baby boomers enter retirement age in 2010
and are replaced by children coming from low fertility cohorts, the
ratio of working aged persons will be reversed and begin its long-term
decline and the United States will look more and more like the aging
European populations.60

58 All age data comes from Frank Hobbs and Nicole Stoops, “Demographic Trends
in the 20th Century,” U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000, Special Reports, Series
CENSR-4. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2002, Table 5.

59 Kevin Kinsella and Victoria A. Velkoff, An Aging World: 2001, U.S. Census
Bureau, Series P95/01–1. Washington, D.C.: GPO, 2001, p. 9.

60 For a discussion of the relative impact of these changes both in future projec-
tions and in historical perspective, see Richard A. Easterlin, “Twentieth-Century
American Population Growth,” in Stanley L. Engerman and Robert E. Gallman,
The Cambridge Economic History of the United States, 3 vols. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996–2000, vol. III, pp. 544–47.
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Graph 7.11: Age Pyramid of the U.S. Population in 1990.
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At the same time, as the elderly become a larger share of the pop-
ulation, their impact on family structure and kinship is becoming
more pronounced. It has been estimated that in 1940, only one in
three women 50 years old had living mothers, whereas by 1980 the
proportion had doubled to two in three women aged 50.61 More and
more people in their 40s and 50s, the so-called sandwich generation,
will have surviving parents or relatives for whom they may have to
provide care and will also most likely still be providing care for their
children, who had been born when they themselves were in their late
20s and early 30s. By the 21st century, three to four surviving gen-
erations will be the norm. Questions of costs and benefits of the el-
derly, from their increasing needs for health care, housing, and main-
tenance to their role as child care providers for working mothers,
are becoming major concerns of public policy, as the never-ending
debate over the financial viability of the Social Security system
indicates.

By the first decade of the 21st century America looked like most
of the advanced industrial nations of the world. Its native-born non-
Hispanic white population had fertility rates equal to the lowest in
the advanced industrial world, but thanks to immigrants, the total
fertility rate was still at the replacement level of 2.1 children. Its
mortality schedule looked like a classic advanced industrial society
with the leading killers being the same as those in European and in-
dustrialized Asian countries and its mortality rates at the high end
of these advanced countries. In the trends in fertility, illegitimate
births, and abortion rates, not only was the United States moving
more into conformity with the rest of the world but also its inter-
nally divided population was also converging toward these common
patterns, whether whites, blacks, Asians, or Hispanics. Also in terms
of family structures and changing household organization, the trends
evident in the United States tended to be common for all groups and
in turn are paralleling the experience in the advanced European na-
tions. The decline of the dual-parent family, the rise of cohabiting
unmarried adult households, the increasing importance of fertility

61 Kinsella and Velkoff, An Aging World, p. 79.
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outside of marriage, and the growing influence of multigenerational
families and the elderly are all patterns as common to Europe as they
are to the United States.62

But the United States also exhibited patterns unique to its own
historical evolution. In terms of health care delivery and mortality
by class, race, and ethnic group, the United States stands apart with
wider spreads of mortality rates among its population and poorer re-
sults for a minority of the population than found elsewhere among
the developed nations. Moreover, there is still no convergence be-
tween the black and white populations in terms of morbidity and
mortality, something that has not changed since the 19th century.
The United States is also unusual in the increasing intensity of its in-
ternational immigration – the highest in volume in its history. More-
over, this migration is more concentrated than at any previous period
in only a few states and metropolitan areas, leading to dense concen-
trations of native-speaking groups, with Spanish becoming a second
lingua franca of the nation. In this, the United States seems to be able
to handle and absorb such immigration with relatively less conflict
than most other societies – even in periods of economic stagnation,
as well as periods of economic growth.

The advance of suburbanization, more pronounced in the United
States than in most other countries, slowed but did not stop as the
country entered the 21st century. The very sharp racial housing and
residential segregation has slowly reversed itself as more blacks move
to the suburbs and more affluent whites move back into the cen-
tral cities along with the new immigrants. The elimination of the
legal institutions that helped maintain racial segregation and the
rapid advance of blacks into skilled and professional occupations af-
ter the civil rights movement opened up the workplace for African
Americans and have contributed to that decline of segregation and

62 For comparable European data, see Antonella Pinnelli, Hans Joachim Hoffman-
Nowotny, and Beat Fux, Fertility and New Types of Household and Family Forma-
tion in Europe, Population Studies, no. 35. Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 2001;
and Jacques Vallin, France Meslé, and Tapani Valkonen, Trend in Mortality and
Differential Mortality, Population Studies, no. 36. Strasbourg: Council of Europe,
2001.
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isolation that had been entrenched in the northern cities at the be-
ginning of the 20th century and was slowly coming to an end in the
new century. The quality of life in the central cities also seems to
be moving toward convergence with the suburban populations, cur-
rently the longest lived and healthiest people in the nation. The
level of urbanization, however, has changed little in the past sev-
eral decades, and it is evident that the great metropolitan areas have
reached their maximum level of importance and that most of the
change will now occur between the fringe and core areas of the large
population concentrations, with little shift between the metropoli-
tan and nonmetropolitan areas.

That demographic issues have became major issues in the current
political environment has a great deal to do with these changing as-
pects of the national society. As the only advanced industrial society
without a national health plan, it is evident that the rates of disease
and death will remain high as long as a large share of the popula-
tion does not have adequate access to health care. Every study shows
that poverty and lack of health care insurance are major factors influ-
encing these rates. Equally, the increasing importance of the elderly
and the increasing size of a population that needs to be supported by
a shrinking workforce means that issues of government support for
pensions and medicare are becoming ever more critical. Almost all
of the advanced world, which already has the majority of the world’s
elderly population,63 must face the question of the costs of main-
taining that population. In the United States, this question is made
even more complex by a system in which private as well as public
investments are of crucial importance and where there still remain
major political debates about the role of the government in these
areas – debates that have long been settled in most of the developed
nations of the world.

63 It was estimated that in 2000, the advanced countries of the world held 59% of
the world’s elderly, and this will rise to 71% by 2030. Kinsella and Velkoff, An
Aging World, p. 1.
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258 A POPULATION HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

Source: Coale and Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and Population, Table 2 and Population Reference 
Bureau, AmeriStat,  U.S. Fertility Trends: Boom and Bust and Leveling Off,” January 2003. 

”

Graph A.1: Total Fertility Rate for the U.S. White Population, 1800–1998.

Source: CDC, NCHS, Vital Statistics of the United States, 1997 I “Natality,” Table 1.1; and National
Vital Statistics Report  50, no. 5 (February 12, 2002), p. 27 [To 1964-non-white/from 1964 black rate]

Graph A.2: Crude Birth Rate by Race, 1909–2000 (Births per 1,000 Resident Pop-
ulation).



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666A-APP CB666-Klein-v3 January 14, 2004 16:31

APPENDIX TABLES, GRAPHS, AND MAPS 259

Source: CDC, National Vital Statistics Reports 48, no. 16 (October 18, 2000), Table 4.

Graph A.3: Percentage of Births to Unmarried Women by Race and Ethnicity,
1940–2000.

Source: CDC, NCHS,  Vital Statistics of the United States, 1992,” Mortality, II, A Table 1–3.

”

Graph A.4: Age-Adjusted Mortality Rate by Sex and Race, 1900–1992 (Rate of
Deaths per 1,000 Resident Population).
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Graph A.5: Maternal Mortality by Race, 1915–1992.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census Historical Statistics, Table  Series B 116–125.

’

Graph A.6: Life Expectancy of White Population at Selected Ages, 1900–1970.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666A-APP CB666-Klein-v3 January 14, 2004 16:31

APPENDIX TABLES, GRAPHS, AND MAPS 261

Source: Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2000, Table 1.

Graph A.7: Average Annual Immigration to the United States by Decade, 1820–
2000.
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Source: Statistical Yearbook of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 2002, Table 1.

Graph A.8: Legal Immigration Arrivals to the United States, 1945–2000.
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Source: Population Projections Program, Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau. Internet release 
date: January 13, 2000.

Graph A.9: Projections of Population Growth of United States, 2005–2050.
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Nadal, Jordi, La población española (siglos xvi a xx), 2nd rev ed. Barcelona: Edi-
torial Ariel, 1986.



P1: IML/FFX P2: IML/FFX QC: IML/FFX T1: IML

CB666B1-11 CB666-Klein-v4 January 23, 2004 16:33

BIBLIOGRAPHY 281

Norton, Susan L., “Population Growth in Colonial America: A Study of Ip-
swich, Massachusetts,” Population Studies 25, no. 3 (November 1971),
pp. 433–52.

“Marital Migration in Essex County, Massachusetts, in the Colonial and Early
Federal Periods,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 35, no. 3 (August 1973),
pp. 406–18.

Nugent, Walter, Crossings: The Great Transatlantic Migrations, 1870–1914.
Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1992.

Into the West: The Story of Its People. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999.
Pappas, Gregory, Susan Queen, Wilbur Hadden, and Gail Fisher, “The Increas-

ing Disparity in Mortality between Socioeconomic Groups in the United
States, 1960 and 1986,” New England Journal of Medicine 329, no. 2 (July
8, 1993), pp. 103–09.
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