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Preface 

Although the only constitutional requirement of the census is to count 

people in order to apportion seats in the US. House of Representatives, 

census data are used for a variety of purposes with more far-reaching 

consequences than the ~founding fathers could have even dreamed: 

voting rights enforcement, economic policy analyses, telemarketing 

strategies. They provide us with a sense of who we Americans are. Are 

we rich or poor? What type of work-do we do? From what country did 

our ancestors come? How many of us are members of a minority group? If 

the census data are the materials from which we construct our images of 

who we are ati what we need, careful attention must be paid to how we 

first collect and then assemble that data. The form and content of a 

question determine answers to it, and answers may be combinedin many 

different ways to create startlingly different results. 

Because many census questions ask for somewhat subjective responses 

and ultimately serve social purposes, definition of their terms is fluid and 

changes with changing attitudes and circumstances in U.S. society. The 

census question on race itself has racist roots, having first served to 

distinguish free white male and females from other free persons and 

slaves. At a later time Nordic, Alpine, and Mediterranean were recog- 

nized as racial categories within the “white” race, and many southeastern 

Europeans were not considered to be white+ As Joel Perlmann points out 

in the pages that follow, the salient issue today is how the census will 

categorize and count offspring of racial intermarriages. Some people 

are demanding equal recognition of multiraciality in the government’s 

racial classification system. Others fear that anything that changes the 

way minorities are counted will make it harder to enforce laws and 
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These opposing views point to the social nature of the question on race. 

In a perfect society, deciding how to count people would not require 

taking civil rights legislation into consideration; a question on race 

would likely serve to satisfy genealogical curiosity. Absent perfection, 

that question serves to mark where society stands in reference toracial 

attitudes and discrimination. 

Another important issue related to the classification system used by the 

Census Bureau is the validity and reliability of its data and the statistics 

derived from them. As I’erlmann details, the current question on race 

ignores the present status of racial intermarriage, and projections of the 

racial composition of the United States are based on unrealistic assump- 

tions about future intermarriage+ Policies based on such forecasts are, 

then, as illusory as the forecasts they are based on. 

Whatever the difficulties in resolving the opposing views on changes to 

the classification system, problems cannot be avoided by keeping the 

existing system intact. Even if OMB Directive 1.5 (which specifies how 

races are to be counted by the Census Bureau) remains unchanged, ques- 

tions will undoubtedly come up, for example, in respect to some forms of 

. : legislation that are tied directly to local area census counts and regarding 

how to count multiracials in situations in which people are counted for 

determining employer discrimination. As Perlmann states, we must 

“hope that the civil rights of racial minorities, as well as civil rights law, 

will have evolved a great deal in a generation or two.” However, in the 

meantime, we must be careful that Census Bureau’s decisions about what 

to count and how to count do not reinforce racial barriers. 

Dimitri B. Papadimitriou 

Executive Director 

October 1997 
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regulations promoting racial equality. Those who favor rescinding all 

legislation that protects or favors one racial category over another advo- 

cate abolishing all racial categories on the census. Others view racial 

classification in itself as racist. 

I. 

, 



Mtiltiracials, Racial Classification, 
and American Inttitiarriage 

, 

If a child has a white mother and a black father, the child is racially . . . 

what? Presently, on the census~form individuals are allowed to declare 

origins in one race only, and so multiracials must ,chose one race from 

the available list or classify themselves as “other.” Decid,ing how the next 

census should handle the multiracial child is a hot topic now; the direc- 

tions on how to count are being reconsidered. At issue is more than how 

just the Census Bureau counts racial origin; every government agency 

that counts races does so in roughly the same way. The current directions 

for counting races are found in Office of Management and Budget 

(OMB) Directive 15; decisions on if and how to chaLge the directive 

can’t be put off for long because the census forms for ,the year 2000 are 

needed in the spring of 1998. 

Over the past several years the OMB coordinated an interagency task 

force to study Directive 15, and a good deal of relevant research has 

emerged, especially from the Census Bureau, on the implications of alter- 

native procedures In early July of this year the task force issued its recom- 

mendations, and the OMB will rule on the issues after considering 

responses to the report. Congress could intervene in the process; hearings 

were held in 1993 and this past May, more are scheduled, and there is a 

bill in committee. Finally, the president has declared a year of discussion 

on race, stressing the changing racial composition of the country. How to 

classify the mixedrace child is -only one of several issues in the review of 

OMB Directive 15* In many ways, however, it is the most important; all 

the others look different after one thinks through the multiracial issue. 

Interest groups have. lined up on two sides to debate the classification 

of the mixed-race person. l On one side are organizations claiming to 
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R e f l e c t i n g  the C h a n g i n g  F a n  of A m e r i c a  

r e p r e s e n t  t h e  A m e r i c a n  m u l t i r a c i a l  p o p u l a t i o n ;  a m o n g  t h e m  a r e  p a r e n t s  

i n  m i x e d  m a r r i a g e s  w h o  a r e  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  t h e  w a y  t h e y  a r e  a s k e d  t o  

i d e n t i f y  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  T h e s e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  d e m a n d  e q u a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  

f o r  m u l t i r a c i a l s  i n  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ’ s  r a c i a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  s y s t e m ;  t h e y  a s k  

t h a t  t h e  c a t e g o r y  “ m u l t i r a c i a l ”  b e  a d d e d  t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c  r a c i a l  c a t e *  

g o r i e s - w h i t e ,  b l a c k ,  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n ,  a n d  A s i a n / P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r -  

t h a t  c u r r e n t l y  a p p e a r  o n  t h e  c e n s u s  f o r m .  P e o p l e  w h o  s e l e c t  t h e  

m u l t i r a c i a l  c a t e g o r y  w o u l d  t h e n  i n d i c a t e  f r o m  w h i c h  t w o ,  t h r e e ,  o r  f o u r  

o f  t h e s e  r a c i a l  g r o u p s  t h e y  a r e  d e s c e n d e d .  T h e  d e m a n d  h e r e  a p p e a r s  t o  

b e  m o r e  f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  m u l t i r a c i a l i t y  t h a n  f o r  a n y  s p e c i f i c  p o l i t i c a l  o r  

e c o n o m i c  a d v a n t a g e  f o r  m u l t i r a c i a l s .  T h e  a d v o c a t e s  d o  n &  w a n t  t o  d e n y  

a  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  o w n  o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ’ s  o r i g i n s .  I  r e f e r  t o  t h i s  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p  

a s  t h e  m u l t i r a c i a l  a d v o c a t e s .  2 

T h e  o t h e r  s i d e  i n  t h i s  d e b a t e  o p p o s e s  a d d i n g  a  m u l t i r a c i a l  c a t e g o r y  a n d  

p e r m i t t i n g  p e o p l e  t o  l i s t  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  r a c e .  T h i s  g r o u p  i n c l u d e s  . c i v i l  

r i g h t s  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d  r e p r e s e n t ? t i v e s  o f  b l a c k s ,  H i s p a n i c s ,  N a t i v e  

A m e r i c a n s ,  a n d  A s i a n s / P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r s .  A t  t h e  c o r e  o f  t h e i r  o p p o s i t i o n  

i s  t h e  c o n c e r n  t h a t  i f  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  a l l o w e d  t c i n d i c a t e  , o r i g i n s  i n  m o r e  

t h a n  o n e  r a c i a l  g r o u p ,  t h e  c o u n t i n g  o f  r t i c e s  t h a t  u n d e r g i r d s  s o  m u c h  

c i v i l  r i g h t s  l e g i s l a t i o n  w i l l  b e  m u d d l e d  a n d  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  c i v i l  r i g h t s  

t h e r e b y  w e a k e n e d .  I f ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w h o  i s  b l a c k  c a n  b e  c o u n t e d  i n  

v a r i o u s  w a y s ,  i t  w i l l  b e  m u c h  h a r d e !  t o  e n f o r c e  l a w s  p r o m o $ n g  r a c i g l  

e q u a l i t y - a n t i d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  e f f o r t s ,  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n ,  a n d  v o t i n g  

r i g h t s  c o u l d  a l l  b e  a f f e c t e d .  M o r e o v e r ,  s o m e  a r g u e ,  i n  a  s o c i e t y  s t i l l  

p l a g u e d  b y  s t r o n g  r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y ,  t h e  t e n d e n c y  o f  m i x e d - r a c e  p e o p l e  

’ w i l l  b e  t o  “ h e a d  f o r  t h e  d o o r , ”  a s  o n e  s p o k e s p e r s o n  p u t  i t ;  t h e y  w i l l  s e e k  

t o  b e  c o u n t e d  a s  s o m e t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  m i n o r i t y  g r o u p  

i n  w h i c h  t h e y  a r e  n o w  c o u n t e d  b e c a u s e  t h e y  t h i n k  i t  i s  t o  t h e i r  a d v a n -  

t a g e  t o  d o  s o .  I  r e f e r  t o  t h i s  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p  a s  t h e  q i v i l  r i g h t s  a d v o c a t e s .  

T e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  p u b l i c  a g e n c i e s ,  p r i v a t e  b u s i n e s s  e n t e r p r i s e s ,  a n d  

n o n b u s i n e s s  i n s t i t u t i o n s  ( s u c h  a s  c o l l e g e s )  f i l l  o u t  r e p o r t s  o n  t h e  r a c i a l  

c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e i r  e m p l o y e e s  a n d  c l i e n t s .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  t h o s e  w i t h  

t h e  s l i g h t e s t  c o n c e r n  f o r  o r d e r l y - a n d  e q u i t a b l e - r e c o r d  k e e p i n g  a r e  

a l s o  w a t c h i n g  t h e  d e b a t e s  c a r e h l l y *  

T h e  k e y  r e c o m m e n d a i i o n  i n  t h e  i n t e r a g e n c y  t a s k  f o r c e ’ s  J u l y  r e p o r t  w a s  

t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  h e n c e f o r t h  b e  a l l o w e d  t o  d e c l a r e  o r i g i n s  i n  m o r e  t h a n  

o n e  r a c i a l  g r o u p ,  b u t  t h a t  a  n e w  c a t e g o r y  c a l l e d  m u l i i r a c i a l  s h o u l d  n o t  

- -  
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Multiraciak , Racid Clussification, and American lntewvriage 

be established.3 The task force did much more than urge a compromise 

between the two conte,nding positions; this is a case in which the most 

important demands of both sides can be accepted and, more important, 

it is in the public interest that they should be accepted. This brief 

supports the key task force recommendation, although it argues for it 

from a somewhat different perspective, stressing the need to understand 

racial intermarriage in the context of ethnic intermarriage generally. 

Individuals should be allowed to report origins in more than one racial 

group, with mixed-race individuals counted in a way as consistent as 

possible with present counting procedures and probably with some guard 

antees that the changes in counting procedures will be pretty much 

“race-count neutral” in the immediate future. The task force did not 

resolve the best way to count multiracials in connection with civil rights 

enforcement, although some of the possible ways were elaborated in an 

earlier report by Census Bureau staff (Bennett et al. 1997). I add some 

variations on these suggestions in this brief. _ 

The procedures arrived at may well satisfy both interest groups, but the 

issue has significance that extends well beyond the concerns of the advo+ 

cates most directly involved. The way the multiracial issue is being 

treated, both at the Census Bureau and in the media, tells much about 

the state of American thinking about race+ In the public discussion there 

is virtually no recognition that racial intermarriage is a form of ethnic 

intermarriage, despite the fact that most people are familiar with ethnic 

intermarriage and the Census Bureau has been counting the offspring of 

such marriages for over a century. 

The method used to count ethnic intermarriages cannot be mindlessly 

adopted as a model for counting racial intermarriages because racial 

categories, unlike other ethnic categories, are the basis of civil rights 
. 

legislation. This is the key point to appreciate: Counting the offspring of 

racial intermarriage would not be harder than counting the offspring of 

ethnic intermarriage were it not for the legal (civil rights) implications 

of the racial count. Nevertheless, the ethnic model can suggest guiding 

principles and the kind of modifications necessary in order to handle 

racial intermarriage sensibly in counts and in law. 

I 

, 

Section 1 of this brief reviews the realities of ethnic blending in the 

United States, focusing on white immigrants and-their descendants, and 
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R e f I e c t i n g  t &  C t i n @ n g  F a c e  o f  A r n e r i c u  

. 

e x a m i n e s  h o w  t h e  C e n s u s  B u r e a u  h a s  d e a l t  w i t h  t h i s  b l e n d i n g +  S e c t i o n  2  

c o n t r a s t s  t h e  b u r e a u ’ s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  e t h n i c i t y  w i t h  i t s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  r a c e .  

S e c t i o n  3  p r o v i d e s  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  r a t e s  o f  r a c i a l  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  t o d a y .  

T h e s e  f i r s t  t h r e e  s e c t i o n s ,  t h e n ,  e x p l a i n  t h e  i s s u e s ,  s e t t i n g  m u l t i r a c i a l i t y  

i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  e t h n i c  b l e n d i n g  i n  g e n e r a l .  S e c t i o n s  4  a n d  5  a r e  t h e  

p r a c t i c a l  c o r e  o f  t h e  b r i e f ,  p r e s e n t i n g  a r g u m e n t s  f o r  a n d  a g a i n s t  c e r t a i n  

p o l i c i e s .  S e c t i o n  4  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  c o n t e x t  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  

s e c t i o n s  p r o v i d e s  a  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  a d o p t i n g  t h e  i n t e r a g e n c y  t a s k  f o r c e ’ s  k e y  

r e c o m m e n d a t i o n :  A l l o w  p e o p l e  t o  d e c l a r e  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  r a c i a l  o r i g i n ,  

b u t  d o  n o t  l i s t  a  m u l t i r a c i a l  c a t e g o r y  o n  g o v e r n m e n t  q u e s t i o n n a i r e s .  T h e  

r e m a i n d e r  o f  t h e  s e c t i o n  c o n s i d e r s  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  c o u n t i n g  t h e  r e s p o n s e s  

t h a t  t h e  r e v i s e d  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  w i l l  e l i c i t  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  h o w  t h e  n e w  

c o u n t s  w i l l  i m p i n g e  o n  c i v i l  r i g h t s  l a w .  S e c t i o n  5  c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a  

m a t t e r  r a r e l y  d i s c u s s e d  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  O M B  D i r e c t i v e  1 5 ,  n a m e l y ,  

C e n s u s  B u r e a u  f o r e c a s t s  o f  t h e  f u t u r e  r a c i a l  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s .  T h i s  t o p i c  r e g u l a r l y  m a k e s  i t s  w a y  t o  t h e  f r o n t  p a g e ,  b u t  i n  

m i s l e a d i n g  a n d  c o n f u s e d  w a y s .  W h a t  l i n k s  S e c t i o n s  4  a n d . 5  i s  t h e  a r g u -  

m e n t  t h a t  e v a d i n g  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  r a c i a l  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  d i s t o r t s  o u r  u n d e r -  

s t a n d i n g  o f  r a c e  d a t a ,  w h e t h e r  w e  a r e  d i s c u s s i n i  1 9 9 7  o r  T O 5 0 .  

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  b r i e f  c o n t a i n s  t w o  a d d e n d a  t h a t  f o r m  e x t e n s i o n s  o f  t h e  m a i n  

a r g u m e n t .  T h e  f i r s t  r e v i e w s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  r a c i a l  b l e n d i n g  i n  

A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y  a n d  i t s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  r a c e  d a t a  c o v e r e d  i n  

p r e s e n t  a n d  p r o p o s e d  O M B  d i r e c t i v e s .  T h e  s e c o n d  c o n s i d e r s  b r i e f l y  

a n o t h e r  c h a n g e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  m e n t i o n e d  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  O M B  

D i r e c t i v e  1 5 ,  n a m e l y ,  m a k i n g  “ H i s p a n i c ”  o n e  o f  t h e  r a c e  c a t e g o r i e s .  

E t h n i c  - I n t e r m a r r i a g e  

American as Apple Pie 

A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y  w o u l d  b e  u n r e c o g n i z a b l e  w i t h o u t  e t h n i c  i n t e r m a r r i a g e .  

F r o m  c o l o n i a l  t i m e s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  i m m i g r a n t s  t y p i c a l l y  m a r r i e d  t h e i r  

o w n ,  t h e  s e c o n d  g e n e r a t i o n  d i d  s o  m u c h  l e s s  c o n s i s t e n t l y ,  a n d  t h e  t h i r d  

g e n e r a t i o n  d i d  s o  s t i l l  l e s s  c o n s i s t e n t l y ,  w i t h  p r o b a b l y  a  m a j o r i t y  

m a r r y i n g  m e m b e r s  o f  o t h e r  e t h n i c  g r o u p s .  B y  t h e  f o u r t h  a n d  f i f t h  g e n e r a -  

t i o n s ,  w h o  e v e n  k e p t  t r a c k ?  T h e  e v i d e n c e  f o r  e t h n i c  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  i s  

a s  o v e r w h e l m i n g  a n d  u n a m b i g u o u s  a s  f o r  a n y  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  a b o u t  

t h e  A m e r i c a n  p o p u l a t i o n :  f r o m  d e  C r e v e c o e u r ’ s  o b s e r v a t i o n s  i n  t h e  

1 2  P u b l i c  P o l i c y  B r i e f  



eighteenth centur? on “this new man, the American” arising out of 

various European immigrant stocks to the data from census after census 

in the twentieth century (Heer 1980; Lieberson and Waters 1988). 

Intermarriage occurred most often ambng the descendants of European 

groups; it was crucial to the making of “Americans” out of the descen- 

dants of “hyphenated Americans+” It was decidedly less prevalent 

between these “whites” and other groups, a piece of the story to which I 

return later. For now, however, notice that among the Europeans the 

immigrant generation often drew firm links of division between groups. 

Moreoyer, at the turn of the century many influential American thinkers 

discussed European immigrant groups in terms of differetit races, such as 

“Nordic,” “A!pine,” and “Mediterranean.” Arguments fo! ‘ i m m i g r a t i o n  

restriction-in congressional debate and across the land-turned in part 

on the notion that the “racial composition” of the immigrant pool was 

changing. As late as 1920, telling many Americans that members of all 

these “races” were “white” would have elicited amused or heated rejoin- 

ders that the statement was untrue hnd that ii missed crucial “inherent” 

d divisions among the whites (Higham 1955). I  
.  .  

Counting “Multiethnics” 
1 

How has the Census Bureau handled the offsfiring of ethnic intermar- 

riages? It asks tespondents to give th,eir country of birth and, often, their 

parents’ countries of birth.4 When a native-born’respondent says that his 

or her parents were born in two different countries, the bureau records 

two couptries of origin. Both parents born in Italy? Fine. One born in 

Italy, one in Poland? One in Italy, one in the United States? All fine. 

In 1980 and 1990 the Census Bureau also used the ancestry question. 

Each individual was asked to state with which ancestry he or she identid 

fied in order to allow Americans to state an ethnic affiliation even if 

they were descended from immigrants who had come to the United 

States many generations back. Three features of the ancestry question 

are crucially relevant to racial classification. First, the ancestry question 

asks people to declare the ancestry or ancestries with which they most 

closely identify. Thus a strong subjective element is built into the ques. 

tion. Unlike questions such as “Where were you born?” or “How many 

years of schooling have you had?” it does not ask for what might be 
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Reflecting the Changing Face of America 

. . 
called an objective answer; rather, it explicitly encourages ‘a st&ement of 

preferences. The rationale, developed in the late 197Os, for this question 

leads us back to intermarriage again. Many people are able to trace their 

origins to numerous ancestries (too many to list) or may not even know 

about all of them+ So they .are asked to list the ancestries they consider 

meaningful.5 

The second relevant feature of the ancestry question is that it states 

explicitly that Americans can identify themselves as having more than 

one ethnic ancestry. Many millions of Americans list two ethnic ances- 

tries; millions more list three. The bureau has tqken the trouble to code 

first and second ancestry responses and (in 1980) even to detail the most 

prevalent combinations of three responses. 

The third relevant feature is how much the ancestry responses have varied 

among the same people over time. The question calls for a subjective 

response about loyalties that for many might ,be very weak. In ,198O 

English was listed before German in the bureau’s exa@ples ,of ancestry; in 

1990 the ordering was rev&sed. As a result of this seemingly trivial 

change, the percentage listing English ancestry declined by a large .fracd 

tion, and the percentage claiming identity with German ancestry rose by 

a comparable amount; the percentage claiming Itilian ancestry also flue- 

tuated greatly for similar reasons. These examples of confusion in the 

responses tells us something important about the longted results of 

population mixing and the attenuqtion of connections withy the origins 

of ancestors. Keeping track of American ancestries at the bureau eventud 

:’ ally gets messy because of intermarriage pattern&and that is as it 

should be, A simble answer to the question on ancestry would be a false 

answer. It would imply that people did not intermarry in American 

history or that Americans keep careful track of the ethnic origin of 

distant ancestors whom they never knew (Alba 1995). 

The Hispanic Origin Question 

For the past two decades the census formhas included a question asking 

respondents if they are “of Hispanic origin” and, if so, of which specific 

Hispanic group. Since the answer to this question can be cross&ssified 

with the race question, we often see the categories “non-Hispanic whites,” 

“non-Hispanic blacks,” and “Hispanics” (the last with the footnote 
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that “Hispanics may be of any race”). One of the issues ii’ the current 

review of OMB Directive 15 is whether the Hispanic origin question and 

the race question should be combined into one question, or, put more 

crudely, whether Hispanic should be called a race (as discussed in 

Addendum 2). The point for us here, however, concerns the Hispanic 

question and intermarriage. Respondents are not told they have to be 

“entirely of Hispanic origin”; on the contrary, the question clearly 

Dermits them to indicate themselves as HisDanic if thev are the m-oduct 

of mixed Hispanic and non-Hispanic origin. Indeed, like the ancestry 

question, the Hispanic origin question leaves it up to the mixed-origin 

individual ~to .decide whether the “Hispanic” c-omponent in his or her 

background is large enough to answer the question in the affirmative. 

However, unlike the ancestry question, the Hispanic origin question 

calls for a direct response on one and only one specific ancestry, thus 

increasing the likelihood of a positive response.‘j 

The Race Question. and R&AaLlntermarriage 

The Race Qu&km 

On-all the questions that deal with ethnic origin--parental birthplace, 

ancestry; and, Hispanic origin-the Census Bureau allows for the possi- 

bility that the respondent ii of multiple ethnic origins and often tabu- 

lates the results of these ethnic intermarriages. On the race question, in 

contrast, there is an explicit instruction to mark only one category. 

What if a person demurs and marks two or more? Using certain rules 

(such as which race is listed first), the bureau recodes .the response so 

that only one race is counted.7 

For our purposes, this instruction to mark only one race is the most 

striking pectiliarity of the census race question. However, there are others. 

A second is that the question is not labeled on the census form as a quesd 

tion about race; rather, the respondent is simply asked to complete the 

sentence “This person is . + .” and is given a choice of four specific racial 

designations-white, black, N.ative American, Asjan/I’acific Islander- 

and the designation “other.” Later, the bureau tabulates the answers 

under a heading of races. As the bureau’s documentation explains, these 

categories derive from the guidelines in OMB Directive 15. A third pecu- 

liarity is that under sotie of the four specific race designations are listed 
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heterogeneous subgrou@ngs of peoples, for example, the countries of birth 

or origin in Asia and soecific Native American tribes. 

The bureau’s description of the race question reveals the subjective nature 

of the racial data it collects and its discomfort about the social scientific 

standing of what it is collecting. As described by the Census Bureau, 

, 

The concept of race as used by the Census Bureau reflects 

self--identification; it does not denote any clearcut scientific 

definition of biological stock. The data for race represent self- 

classification by’ people according to the race with which they 

most closely identify. Furthermore, it is recognized that the cate- 

gories of the race item include both racial and national origin or 

sociocultural groups. (Bureau of the Census 1992, Appendix B) 

This statement unequivocally rules out any need for government officials 

to believe that racial classification has a meaningful basis in biology or to 

define any objective meaning for a racial category at all: Race is a term 

in popular usage and whatever it may mean, a person belongs to what- 

ever category of race that person believes he or she belongs to. 
* 

, 

An interesting commentary on this process of self-identification appears 

in a recent joint study by the Census Bureau and t?re Bureau of ,Labor 

Statistics. The authors report on their attempts to learn how respondents 

distinguished between 

such terms as race, ethnicity/ethnic origin, and ancestry. Despite 

several attempts to make these questions less abstract and easier to 

answer, the overwhelming majority of respondents found the ques- 

tions too difficult. For all but a few, highly educated respondents, it 

appeared that the terms represented overlapping concepts which 

draw on a single semantic domain. (Tucker et al. 1996) 

, 

Thus the bureau warns us that the term race is not used in a precise 

“biological”, way, but rather subjectively (for self-identification), and that 

its users do not distinguish it from related terms. Recall also that the, 

term race itself is not mentioned in the question However, if the answer 

is based on subjective identification, as in the ancestry question, why 

can’t respondents chose two or more races with which .to identify, as they 

can with ancestry? The answer is clear when one appreciates the current 
I 
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use and origin of the race categories. They emerge from.the ‘OMB direc- 

tive, and they are used in the count; that lie at the heart of a great deai 

of civil rights legislation. 

The great irony here is that data on race are gathered through a more or less 

slippery and subjective procedure of self-identification and then used as the 

basis of legal status in aL important domain of law and administrative regu- 

lation, namely, civil rights. That domain requires legal statuses that are, in 

the words of the original mandate to the OMB, “complete and nonoverlap- 

ping.” As a result, the Census Bureau not only uses a subjective definition of 

race, but also places an unrealistic restriction on that subjectivity-only one 

race can be chosen (even though it routinely accepts multiple pafental 

birthplaces and ethnic ancestries). In a sense, the race question could just as 

well be referred to as the “legally protected minority groups question” 

(although then the C ensus Bureau would have to add the responses to the 

Hispanic origin question, a possibility under consideration by the OMB). 

The problem with this state of affairs is not just that i: may offend the 

sensibilities of the multiracial advocates; there is something much deeper 

at stake, In order to have clearxut racial categories for legal purposes, a 

system of counting has been created that ignores a widespread i-eality. 

Denying that members of different r&es marry is like treating them as 

members of different biological species. All the while, the %Zensus Bureau 

is acknowledging the stunningly high rates of intermarriagi among those 

ethnic groups not designated as racial groups. If racial barriers are to be 

broken down, racial intermarriage should be treated in the same matter- 

of-fact way that any other form of ethnic intermarriage is treated, while 

ensuring that civil rights legislation, which rests on clear counts of racial 

membership, is not hobbled by ambiguities. 

A Kind of Ethnic Intermarriage 

Whatever small residue of meaning “race” may still have for anthropolo- 

gists or biologists today, for our purposes it does have an important. 

meaning, as a subset of ethnicity. Ethnic groupings refer to the different 

countries or local areas of the world from which people or their ancestors 

came here during the five centuries since Columbus or to the fact that 

their ancestors were here prior to that time. Races as a subset of 

ethnicity are those ethnic groups that were treated in especially distinct 
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ways in the American past (and to some extent are still so.treated). This 

way of defining ethnicity and ,race may be crude and imprecise, but it 

drives home two crucial points relevant to this discussion. First, races c 

form a special subset of ethnic groups and therefore racial intermarriage 

forms a special subset of ethnic intermarriage+ Second, a concern with 

racial classification is legitimate as it arises from such legacies as slavery, 

the near-extermination of Native American groups, and state laws 

forbidding interracial marriage-laws that survived in various states until 

1967 when the U.S. Supreme Court finally ruled them unconstitutional. 

If we want to understand problems such as American economic in. 

equality, we cannot ignore people’s racial origins; to throw out race clasd 

sifications in our present censuses would not be smart or fair.8 

. 

Patterns of Mixed-Race Marriage 

How to deal with the mixed+race person depends in part on how 

common mixed-race marriages are in the United States. To understand 

these rates we need to appreciate that immigration is rapidly increasing 

the number of nonwhites. who are Asian or Hispanic. Immigrants have 

always tended to marry their own (many, indeed, arrived as married 

couples), but their chitdren have been more likely to intermarry. Asians 

and Hispanics follow the same pattern, and the nativeborn ,Asians and 

Hispanics often marry members of other groups. These inrermarried 

couples and their children have not yet had their full impact on social 

patternsand social statistics because the second generation of the post- 

1965 immigratiorris only now reaching marriageable age. A high rate of 

intermarriage also occurs among Native Americans (although the 

absolute level is relatively small compared to Asians, Hispanics, and 

blacks).9 By contrast, the black intermarriage rate is very low. 

Consider, for example, native-born, young (25 to 34 years of age), 

married people in 1990. Some two.fifths of the Hispanics in this group 

and over half of the Asians and the Native Americans married members 

of other groups+ lo Yet more than nine~tenths of the blacks in the group 

married other blacks. (Nevertheless, even blacks have been out+marrying 

more than before;’ the rate for better-educated young black men rose 

from about 6 percent in 1980 to over 9 percent in 199O.n) So there are 

really two patterns of interracial marriage today: it is uncommon among 

blacks and common among other nonwhites. 
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Both of these patterns involve huge numbers of nonwhite Americans. 

R a c e  has always meant first and foremost the black-white divide-hardly 

a ‘surprise in a country in which that divide once distinguished slave 

from master and in which by far the greatest numbers of nonwhites have 

in the past been blacks. And so, until recently, racial intermarriage 

meant first and foremost black#white intermarriage. However, that way 

of thinking about interracial marriage has been made obsolete by the 

rising number of Asians and Hispanics. 

The shifting proportion of blacks and other nonwhites in the United 

States is crucial to the issues discussed in this brief. It has become 

common to speak of the increasing share of nonwhites in the American 

population generally (as the president did in announcing the ‘year of 

discussion on race). Nonwhites amounted to 16.5 percent of all 

Americans in 1970 and 24.2 nercent in 1990. Bv 2020, the Census 

Bureau tells us, that- proportion should exceed one-third and by 2050 it 

should reach oneehalf. Whatever the value of these specific forecasts (a 

theme taken up later), any forecast will show that the proportion of 

Americans with nonwhite ancestors will be much higher in the next 

century than it is today. 

But also notice that the trend that is transforming the composition of 

the total American population (rising Asian and Hispanic immigration) 

is at the same time transforming the composition of rrom&te America. 

The proportion of blacks in this nonwhite population is dropping 

sharply. Before 1970 meeting a nonwhite American would likely have 

meant meeting a black person; today the chances are better than even 

that the nornvhite American will not be black. The percentage of blacks 

among all nonwhites stood at 66 percent in 1970 and 48 percent in 

1990; it is expected to decline to 36 percent in 2020 and to 30 percent 

in 2050 (Harrison and Bennett 1995; Farley 1996).12 The high intermar+ I 
riage rates among the other nonwhites (those who are not blacks) is 

A I 

perspective of these shifting proportions. That legislation was origi- 

nally designed for blacks and was then extended to other nonwhites. 

The multiracial challenge to the clarity of civil rights law may still be 

relatively minor insofar as that legislation applies where it was origi- 

nally intended to apply+ However, the multiracial challenge to the 

therefore crucial. 

Legislation meant to nrotect minoritv races must be viewed from the 
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I claritv of civil riphts law is considerable and rauidlv exnanding insofar 

as that legislation also covers other nonwhites. 

What will the future pattern of black intermarriage be? Will it accelerate 

appreciably? That, of course, is impossible to judge with any certainty 

today. 0ne source of change is the children of today’s black#white 

marriages; these children may intermarry more often than those blacks 

whose parents and grandparents here all blacks. Even a modest increase 

in the number of these mixed-race children is likely to increase consider- 

ably the number’ of people who had a black grandparent or parent and 

are married to a white person. If it seems hard to believe that large-scale 

intermarriage will ever occur between American blacks and white (or 

other nonwhite) Americans, consider the situation of blacks in states in 

which they are a tiny fraction (less than 5 percent of the population). In 

12 of these states for which records were available, black intermarriage 

rates in the 1980s were well above the national norm; indeed, in 10 of 

these states the rate of black-white intermarriage exceeded 30 percent. 

These rates. of course. might be dismissed as irrelevant to most 

American blacks today, who live as part of a large and concentrated 

minority and consequently meet and marry other blacks. Nevertheless, 

even in the United States today, black-white marriage is not so strange 

that it cannot become commonplace when the usual demographic 

constraint on within-group marriage, namely, the absence of large 

numbers of potential mates from one’s own group nearby, operates 

strongly (Kalmijn 1993). 

: Whatever the future of black out-marriage, interracial marriage among 

the native born in the other legally designated nonwhite groups is 

common. This is the context in which we must assess whether we can 

oblige people to claim origins in only one racial group. 

Counting the Multiracials 

People’ must be allowed to declare themselves as having origins in more 

than one race. To do otherwise is to deny that interracial marriages exist. 

Such denial would by implication encourage the dishonest and destruc- 

tive message that members of different races do not “normally” inter- 

’ marry. The manner in which mixed’marriages are acknowledged, 

however. also will reauire careful thinking about how to count for civil 
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rights purposes the individuals who declare more than one racial origin. I 

return to the civil rights issue later in this section; first we should 

consider how to handle the individual who lists more than one racial 

origin. 

. 

Arguments against a Multiracial Race Category 

Recall that the race question is worded “This person is . . .” and provides 

five choices with the instruction “Mark one only.” One way to change this 

arrangement is simply to change the instruction-either to “Mark one or 

more” or to the somewhat stronger “Mark all that apply.” Another way is 

to add a sixth racial category, “multiracial,” and then ask individuals to 

indicate to which of the four specific races they trace their origins. 

Should we care about whether we list multiracial as a distinct category? 

We should care and we should not list it. Learning that someone has 

black and white origins has meaning;) learning in u&&on that the person 

is multiracial conveys no additional information. The added racial cateM 

gory should be opposed not only because it is redundant, but because it 

sends -the message that somehow something more is being communi- 

cated, that multiracial&y is equivalent to a new racial status. Such cate- 

gorization tends to solidify the significance of race, instead, of simply 

allowing the statistics on racial intermarriage to reflect how high or low 

the racial divide is. It suggests that to describe a person as multiracial is 

to say something important about that person. For some multiracials that 

status mavbe imnortant, whether in a positive or negative sense, but for 

others it may be inconsequential; it may mean only that they have 

origins 

Here the comparison to the way we treat other ethnic origins is 

helpful. Americans may declare themselves to be, for example, Italian 

or both Italian and Irish in origin; nobody insists that people of mixed 

origin place themselves in a special multiethnic category. Children of 

immigrants can answer questions about their parents’ birthplaces 

without first identifying themselves as “native born of mixed-foreign 

parentage. ” For those who want to know ‘how many people list them- 

selves as belonging to more than one race, such information could be 

obtained from a questionnaire that does not have ,multiracial listed as a 

race category. 
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The ancestry analogy is relevant in another way. It is not unrealistic to 

think that in the course of one or two generations the descendants of 

several races may be as uninterested in their racial roots as many whites 

are in their ancestral roots today. AlthoughIeople may know that they 

are descendants of s.everal races, choosing which to list may become as 

arbitrary to them as listing English or German is to tens of millions 

today. That time may seem far off for many minority races, especially 

Americans of black origin; however, the difference between blacks and 

other nonwhites is important here. 

What wording should replace the current instruction on the race ques 

tion? The analogy to ancestry suggests “Mark one or more,” that is, 

giving respondents the option of indicating multiple origins and 

allowing them to list as many or as few origins as they identify with. 

They would not be required to try to list all the ancestries that a tireless 

genealogist would discover. The many agencies involved also prefer the 

“one or more” formulation as a less radical departure from the past. In 

addition, the “Mark all that apply” instruction might encourage people 

to list distant roots in any number of groups even if they do not feel any 

kinship with those groups (see Addendum 1, on racial blending). The 

crucial goals are to eliminate the instruction to mark one only and not 

to have a multiracial race category. 

Implications for Civil Rights Legislation 

: If we allow individuals to be tabulated in more than one race, how will 

the resulting counts affect civil rights legislation? The changes in the 

reporting system should not be undertaken for the purpose of lowering 

(or raising) the numbers in any racial category, and the changes insti- 

tuted should leave those numbers close to present counts. 

We need to distinguish among the several issues being raised by the civil 

rights advocates in connection with counting multiracials. One argu- 

ment sometimes heard attributes motives to the multiracial advocates, 

namely, that they seek to free multiracials from the burden and responsid 

bility of minority racial status, thereby leaving their full-blooded 

minority brethren to cope with a still-larger burden. This argument can 

be dismissed; quite apart from the fact that it misstates the motives of 

the multiracial advocates, motivations are not at issue; the effect of the 
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proposed changes is what matters. Yet, something more needs to be said 

on this matter. Once again, the analogy to ethnicity is helpful. Loyal 

members of ethnic groups-Jews, Italians, Poles,’ Irish, Japanese-have 

often seen the person who intermarries as a traitor to their way of life. 

And when membership in a particular ethnic group carried a potential of 

discrimination (as was often the case), loyal group members saw the 

intermarrying or assimilating person as both traitorous and cowardly in 

the face of ethnic battle, denying his or her own identity to get ahead. 

The individual for whom ethnic origins were less meaningful than they 

were for the accusing group members saw. the choices very differently. 

These intraethnic arguments are typically American. Nevertheless, each 

ethnic (and racial) group and each individual must work them out; 

government policy cannot be enlisted to firm up the battlements against 

the erosions of intermarriage. And it is not a valid criticism of govern- 

ment policy to point out that those who propose it are judged less loyal 

to their group than are others (§pencer 1997). 

True civil rights concerns lie elsewhere. The main concern with regard 

to the reporting system is whether permitting multiple responses to the 

race question will reduce the total number of people counted as mem- 

bers of minority groups and thereby weaken the range of situations in 

which violations of civil rights can be tried. Several sorts of legislation 

On the whole, legislation involving the status of a single individual, 

such as eligibility for affirmative action, should not be much affected (if 

at all). Past judicial decisions confirming the eligibility of multiracial 

individuals for admission to educational institutions, job-training 

programs, employment, and set-aside contracts should continue to have 

Situations in which people are counted for determining employer discrimi+ 

nation within a firm may be more affected than situations involving the 

status of a single individual. However, before concluding that this differ- 

ence is a strong argument against allowing people to list themselves as 

members of more than one race, two points should be appreciated. First, 

precedent may again be relevant, and this issue may well have come up 

before in connection with specific legislation. Even if it has not been 

discussed in the past, it is likely to come up in the near future, whether or 

not Directive 15 is changed, given the prevalence of intermarriage and 
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heightened public awareness of it. Second, it is not so clear” that the 

requirement to list only one race favors civil rights in these situations. As 

multiracial advocates have correctly noted, a worker can be hired as a 

black and fired as’ a white. Similarly, the most promising multiracial hires 

can be classified in the minority column and the least promising in the 

white column-all to help an employer’s civil rights reel or-d. 

The most obvious area in which a change in the classification system 

could operate adversely upon civil rights interests is in connection with 

voting rights legislation and in other legislation that is directly depen 

dent on the census count of the racial mix in local areas (for example, 

knowing the local racial mix as a context for discussions of possible hires 

by local firms). The issue, by the way, is n o t  that the new legislation will 

permit (for example) those with some white and some black ancestry to 

claim only white origins for themselves (that option, after all, is no less 

available with the present race question), but that such multiracial 

persons might now claim, for example, only black origins and in the 

future claim white and black oripins. How t h e n  w i l l  r h e v  h e  c o u n t e d ? 1 3  

So How to Count? 

The critical point to notice is that the count-the aggregation of 

answers-is distinct from the race question on the form. The ‘responses 

to the form will show that some neonle list themselves in more r h a n  o r r e  

race category. How those responses. are aggregated to derive the total 

:  number of people in a racial group for purposes of civil rights law is a ’  

separate matter. 

A recent Census Bureau report points the way (Bennett et al. 1997, 

1-15). Most of that report is devoted to determining how people would 

respond to various formulations of the race question, but the authors also 

considered how these responses might be aggregated. The authors give 

three “illustrative aunroaches to racial classification,” which varv from 

racial category. 
-- - 

w The least inclusive strategy, the single ruce LI~@OUC/I, derives the total 

number in a racial group by counting only the people who list them- 

lple, a person declaring origins selves in that category alone. For exam 
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M d t i r a c i d s ,  R a c i a l  C l a s s i f k a t i o n ,  a n d  A m e r i c a n  h e r m a m i a g e  

i n . t h e  w h i t e  a n d  A s i a n  r a c e s  w o u l d  n o t  b e  c o u n t e d  t o w a r d  t h e  n u m b e r  

o f  A s i a n s  o r  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  w h i t e s ,  b u t  o n l y  t o w a r d  t h e  n u m b e r  i n  a  

“ m u l t i p l e ”  c a t e g o r y ,  r a t h e r  l i k e  t h e  p r e s e n t  “ o t h e r ”  c a t e g o r y .  

A  m o r e  i n c l u s i v e  s t r a t e g y ,  t h e  h i s r o t i c a I  s e r i e s  a p p r o a c h ,  c o u n t s  s o m e  

o f  t h o s e  w h o  d e c l a r e  t h e m s e l v e s  o f  m i x e d  r a c i a l  b a c k g r o u n d  w i t h  

m i n o r i t y  g r o u p s +  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h o s e  r e s p o n d e n t s  w h o  l i s t  o n l y  t w o  

r a c e s  a n d  o n l y  o n e  o f  t h o s e  t w o  i s  b l a c k ,  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n ,  o r  

A s i a n / P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r  w o u l d  b e  c o u n t e d  w i t h  t h a t  m i n o r i t y  g r o u p .  

P u t  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  i f  t h e  s e c o n d  r a c e  l i s t e d  b y  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  w h i t e  ( o r  

o t h e r ) ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s  m e m b e r s h i p  i n  t h i s  s e c o n d  r a c e  w o u l d  n o t  b e  

c o u n t e d . l +  I f  t h r e e  o r  m o r e  r a c i a l  c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  s p e c i f i e d  o r  i f  t w o  

m i n o r i t y  r a c e s  a r e  s p e c i f i e d ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w o u l d  b e  c o u n t e d  u n d e r  

m u l t i p l e  r a c e .  

T h e  & i n c I ~ i ~ e  u ~ ~ o u c h  c o u n t s  p e o p l e  a s  m e m b e r s  o f  a l l  t h e  g r o u p s  

t h e y  c h e c k .  T h i s  a p p r o a c h  t h u s  p e r m i t s  o v e r l a p p i n g  c a t e g o r y  c o u n t s  

t h a t  w o u l d  r e s u l t  i n  a g g r e g a t e  c o u n t s  t o t a l i n g  m o r e  t h a n  1 0 0  p e r c e n t .  

A  p e r s o n  w h o  c h e c k s  w h i t e ,  b l a c k ,  a n d  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n ,  f o r  

e x a m p l e ,  w o u l d  b e  c o u n t e d  t h r e e  t i m e s .  

T h e  s i n g l e  r a c e  a p p r o a c h  h a s  t h e O p o t e n t i a l  t o  b e  p u n i t i v e  t o  c i v i l  r i g h t s  

c o u n t s ,  b e c a u s e  p e o p l e  o f  m i x e d  r a c i a l  d e s c e n t  w h o  c u r r e n t l y  l i s t  t h e m -  

s e l v e s  a s  m e m b e r s  o f  a  m i n o r i t y  g r o u p  w o u l d  n o t  b e  c o u n t e d  a s  m e m b e r s  

o f  t h a t  g r o u p  i f  t h e y  a d d e d  t h e i r  o t h e r  r a c i a l  o r i g i n  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  I t  i s  

l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t  w o u l d  b e  s m a l l ,  a t  p r e s e n t ,  b u t  i t  w o u l d  e x i s t .  

T h e  h i s t o r i c a l  s e r i e s  a n d  a l l - i n c l u s i v e  a p p r o a c h e s  d o  n o t  h a v e  t h a t  l i m i -  
.  .  t a t i o n  a n d  a r e  t h u s  m u c h  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y .  I n d e e d ,  t h e  

a u t h o r s  o f  t h e  b u r e a u  r e p o r t  c o m m e n t  t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  s e r i e s  a p p r o a c h  

“ m i g h t  b e  u s e f u l  t o  . . . f e d e r a l  a g e n c i e s  t h a t  u s e  d a t a  o n  r a c e  a n d  

e t h n i c @  t o  m o n i t o r  c i v i l  r i g h t s  l e g i s l a t i o n  b e c a u s e  i t  e m p h a s i z e s  c l a s s i f i -  

c a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  r a c e  c a t e g o r i e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  u s e d  t o  m o n i t o r  c h a n g e s  

u n d e r  e x t a n t  l e g i s l a t i o n ”  ( B e n n e t t  e t  a l .  1 9 9 7 ,  1-12). T h i s  a p p r o a c h  a l s o  

s e e m s  a t t r a c t i v e  b e c a u s e  i t  p r e s e r v e s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  n o n o v e r l a p p i n g  

r a c e s  w h o s e  t o t a l  n u m b e r  e q u a l s  1 0 0  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n . 1 5  

W h e t h e r  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  n o n o v e r l a p  i s  r e a l l y  s o  v a l u a b l e  i s  d e b a t e  

a b l e ,  b e c a u s e  i t  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  m y t h  t h a t  p e o p l e  o f  m i x e d  d e s c e n t  c a n  i n  

f a c t  b e  n e a t l y  p l a c e d  i n  o n e  r a c i a l  c a t e g o r y .  I t  d o e s  s o  b y  i g n o r i n g  t h e i r  

w h i t e  ( o r  o t h e r )  d e s c e n t .  T h a t  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  m a y  . n o t  m a t t e r  f o r  c i v i l  

r i g h t s  l a w  a t  t h e  m o m e n t ,  b u t  i t  m a y  h a v e  l o n g i t e r m  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  

T h e  J e r o m e  I i v y  E c o n o m i c s  i n s t i t u t e  o f  B a r d  C o U e g e  2 5  



; Jleficting the Changing Fuce of America 

Moreover, the historical series approach does appear to exclude one type 

of person who would be counted today as a member of a minority group, 

namely, a person descended from more than one minority group. For 

example, a person who today lists himself as black but who, given the 

chance, would list himself as black and Native American would not be 

counted as black or as Native American. 

The all~inclusive approach may seem bizarre at first glance, and it may 

be problematic in the legal arena, but we should appreciate that it is in 

fact a sensible way to think about group origins in the context of inter- 

marriage; that is why ethnic ancestries are treated in this manner+ When 

many people trace their descent to more than one origin, the total of 

proportions descended from all origins will of necessity add up to more 

than 100 percent and origins will of necessity overlap. That mixed-race . 

people are counted as white and as minority group members or as 

members of more than one minority group is an advantage as well. If 

ethnic ancestries are treated this way, why not racial origins? The 

answer, of course, is that legal status is not determined by answers to the 

ancestry question, but it is determined by answers to the race question. 

Can the demand for clear definition of legal status permit overlap and 

totals of over 100 percent. 7r6 I suspect it can. In any case, this is the ques- 

tion that needs to be confronted in aggregating responses for civil rights 

law.17 Either the historical series or the all-inclusive approach should 

quite fully protect civil rights interests in ihe short run. 

: Effect 6f Changes on the Counts of Nonwhites 

In order to find out how changes in the race question and aggregation 

approaches would affect racial counts, the Census Bureau carried out 

detailed surveys over the past year. In the most important of these surveys, 

areas with high concentrations of racial minorities were targeted. In the 

target areas, samples of people responded to one or another variant of.the 

race question. These variants of the race question included (1) listing a 

multiracial category; (Za) not listing a multiracial category but giving 

instructions to mark one or more categories of race or (2b) not listing a 

multiracial category but giving instructions to mark all that apply. Also 

included were different ways of listing Hispanics (discussed in Appendum 

2). The bureau tabulated these results in accord with the three illustrative 

approaches described (single race, historical series, and all-inclusive). 
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M u k i r a c i a I s ,  R a c i u l  C h s s i f i c a t i o n ,  a n d  A m e r i c a n  l n t e r m a t i a g e  

T h e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e s e  e x t e n s i v e  t e s t s  s h o w e d  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e ,  c h a n g e  i n  

t h e  c o u n t s  o f  r a c i a l  m i n o r i t y  g r o u p s  E v e n  t h e  s i n g l e  r a c e  a p p r o a c h  h a d  

n o  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  

s a i d  t h e y  w e r e  W h i t e ,  b l a c k ,  o r  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n .  T h e r e  w a s  a  s t a t i s t i -  

c a l l v  s i g n i f i c a n t .  a l t h o u g h  m o d e s t .  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  c o u n t  o f  

A s i a n s / P a c i f i c  I s l a n d e r s  ( a s  w e l l  a s  a m o n g  N a t i v e  A l a s k a n s )  w h e n  

c o u n t s  w e r e  d e r i v e d  u s i n g  t h e  s i n g l e  r a c e  a p p r o a c h  ( t h e  l e a s t  i n c l u s i v e  

o f  t h e  t h r e e  a p p r o a c h e s  ( B e n n e t t  e t  a l .  1 9 9 7 ,  l - 3 1 ) . i 8  T h e s e  r e s u l t s  

f r o m  t a r g e t  a r e a s  c o n f i r m  r e s u l t s  o f  e a r l i e r ,  l e s s  d e t a i l e d  q u e r i e s  i n  a  

n a t i o n a l  s a m p l e  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  m i n i m a l  c h a n g e s  t o  t h e  

r a c i a l  m i n o r i t y  c o u n t s  w e r e  f o u n d  w h e n  m u l t i r a c i a l i t y  w a s  p r o v i d e d  a s  

a  r a c e  o p t i o n 1 9  

I  

A  C e i l i n g  f o r  S h o r t - T e r m  C h a n g e s ?  

T h u s  w e  h a v e  s o m e  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  w e  c a n  e x p e c t  m i n i m a l  i m m e d i a t e  

c h a n g e s  i f  w e  d o  c h a n g e  t h e  i n s t r u c t i o n s  o n  t h e  r a c e - q u e s t i o n  f r o m  

“ M a r k  o n e  o n l y ”  t o  “ M a r k  o n e  o r  m o r e . ”  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  p r e d i c t i n g  p o l i c y  

o u t c o m e s  i s  n o t  e x a c t l y  a  p r o c e d u r e  w e ’ v e  p e r f e c t e d ,  n o r  a r e  t h o s e  

c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  p o l i c y  l i k e l y  t o  f e e l  f u l l y  r e a s s u r e d  b y  a n y  t e s t  o f  i t s  

e x p e c t e d  e f f e c t s .  T h e r e f o r e  a  m e c h a n i s m  f o r  r e s t r i c t i n g  t h e  ‘ i m p a c t  o f  

w h a t e v e r  c h a n g e  t h e  n u m b e r s  p r o d u c e  s h o u l d  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  c o n n e c -  

t i o n  w i t h  a n y  a p p r o a c h  t o  c o u n t $ n g  f o r  l e g i s l a t i v e  p u r p o s e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  

a n y  c h a n g e  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m  n e w  c o u n t i n g  p r o c e d u r e s  c o u l d  b e  i n t r o d u c e d  

i n  s t e p s  o v e r  t h r e e  y e a r s  o r  t h a t  c h a n g e  c o u l d  b e  l i m i t e d  t o  1 0  p e r c e n t  

u n t i l  2 0 0 5 .  E v e n  t h o u g h  c h a n g e s  w i l l  p r o b a b l y  n o t  b e  l a r g e ,  t h e  p r o v i -  ’  

s i o n  f o r  a  c e i l i n g  m i g h t  b e  r e a s s u r i n g .  

A  c e i l i n g  o n  c h a n g e s  d u e  t o  c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  i m p l i e s  

c o m p a r i s o n s  b e t w e e n  c u r r e n t  a n d  . r e v i s e d  m e t h o d s  o f  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  a n d  

s u c h  a  c o m p a r i s o n - i n  t u r n  i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e  C e n s u s  B u r e a u  c o n t i n u e  t o  

u s e  t h e  c u r r e n t  f o r m  o f  t h e  r a c e  a n d  I & p a n i c  o r i g i n  q u e s t i o n  f o r  s e v e r a l  

m o r e  y e a r s  i n  c a n v a s s i n g  s u b s a m p l e s  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n .  T h e  C e n s u s  

B u r e a u  h a s  a  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  f o r m u l a t i n g  q u e s t i o n  v a r i a n t s  o n  t h e  

C u r r e n t  P o p u l a t i o n  S u r v e y  ( C P S ) ,  w h i c h  i s  a d m i n i s t e r e d  t o  s o m e  

5 0 , 0 0 0  h o u s e h o l d s  m o n t h l y .  T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a  s o l i d  p r e c e d e n t  f o r  g i v i n g  

d i f f e r e n t  q u e s t i o n s  t o  s u b s a m p l e s  o f  h o u s e h o l d s  w h o  r e c e i v e  t h e  b u r e a u ’ s  

l o n g  f o r m  ( d e t a i l e d  q u e s t i o n n a i r e )  i n  t h e  d e c e n n i a l  c e n s u s :  i n  1 9 7 0  t h e  
I  

b u r e a u  u s e d  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  l o n g  f o r m s .  

T h e  _ I e r o m , e  L e v y  E c o n o m i c s  i n s t i t u t e  of B a r d  C o k g e  2 7  



Reflecting the Changing Face of America 

ADilemma for the Long Term 

In the long term (a generation or two) the effects of the Census Bureau’s 

illustrative approaches might change dramatically from. their apparently 

minimal effect today. Racial intermarriage may well become much more 

prevalent than it is today, and then the number of people whose classifie 

cation depends on these rules (the children of racial intermarriage) 

would be much larger than today. It is also possible that individuals’ 

responses to the race question will be more mutable-than they are today 

(just as the responses to the ancestry question are today, reflecting weak 

affiliations among many ,of mixed origin). I 

In such a situation, how will the race count serve as the basis for civil 

rights law? It is not only that the numbers may be much less stable than 

today. It is also that the relevance of membership in a group will become 

harder to judge. Will it then be meaningful, for example, to treat a 

person who had one black grandparent as black for purposes of civil 

rights enforcement? The answer to that question surely turns on how we 

think people with one black grandparent will then be treated in 

American society. If they will suffer discrimination, they should probably 

be treated as members of the relevant minority race in the count. If they 

will not suffer discrimination as members of the group, should they still 

be counted as group members for civil rights purposes? 

This is the long-term time bomb we leave in place with any of the 

bureau’s illustrative approaches, and probably with any other approach. 

The single race approach excludes these mixed-race people from 

minority counts altogether, the historical series approach includes most, 

and the all~inclusive approach includes all of them in the count. We 

must hope that the civil rights of those with origins in racial minorities 

will have evolved a great deal in a generation or two and that civil 

rights law will have-worked out better solutions for treating those of 

mixed descent by then. Nevertheless, it is well to remember that at 

least in our time changing ,the arrangements for civil rights-related 

counts has not been easy. 

The authors of the bureau’s report did not discuss, even for illustrative 

purposes, a variant of the allFinclusive approach in which a person 

would be allocated to each racial category that he‘or she listed, but 

would be counted in each category as a fraction of a person. Someone 
I 
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who listed white and black, for example, would be counied & one-half 

of a person in each racial category; somkone who listed white, black, 

and Native American would be counted as one-third of a person in 

each of the three categories. 

The fractional strategy has many disadvantages. It runs the risk of 

being too gimmicky to command legitimacy in civil rights law; it 

recalls the distasteful antebellum congressional apportionment 

counting, in which each slave was tallied as three-fifths of a person; it 

may remind people of past racial laws in which a person was consids 

ered a member of a minority race by virtue of the fraction of “blood” 

he or she had inherited from that race; and, like the single race 

approach (but to a smaller extent), it might slightly reduce the 

number of people counted today as members of a minority group. For 

examnlc m d e r  c u r r e n t  i n s t r u c t i o n s  s o m e o n e  w h o  l i s t s  h e r s e l f  a s  b l a c k  

is counted as one person in the black category. With the fractional 

strategy, if she listed herself as having black and white origins, she 

would be counted as one-half in the black category and one-half in 

t h e  white category. While the effect would be small at present, it 

would be hard to dispel the mistrust that the potential for a decline 

would engender. 

On the other hand, fractional counting does have the advantages of 

the all-inclusive approach, while preserving the 100 per&t total of 

riage),. And, fractional counting does d@al, however imperfectly, with ’ 

t h e  long-term danger of counting huge numbers of mixed-origin 

people as though they were only members of a minority group. 

Consequently, fractional counting should at least be discussed for 

heuristic reasons. Of the three approaches illustrated by the Census 

Bureau staff, the .all*inclusive strategy may be preferable to the histor- 

ical series in dealing with this long-term time bomb. While it will 

inflate the number of people counted as minority group members- even 

more than the historical series approach does, the all-inclusive 

approach will also count the mixed-race people in all relevant groups, 

whether or not the groups are racial minorities. As the number of 

mixed-race responses increases, the amount by which the total 

number of resp&ses exceeds 100 percent of the pcjpulation will also 

increase. These counts should draw increasing attention then to the 
,  , . * ,  4  

Mu&-a&~, Racial Classification, and American lntemtiage 

- . 

nonoverl5pping categories (without ignoring the impact of intermar- 

need to rethmk the counting procedures* 
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R e f l e c b n g  t h e  C h a n g i n g  F a c e  o f  A m e r i c a  

R e c o g n i z i n g  R a c i a l  I n t e r m a r r i a g e :  L o f i g - T e r m  G a i n s  

f o r  R a c i a l  M i n o r i t i e i  

C i v i l  r i g h t s  a d v o c a t e s  a r e  r i g h t  t o  s c r u t i n i z e  t h e  s h o r t - t e r m  i m p l i c a t i o n s  

o f  t h e  p r o p o s e d  c h a n g e s  t o  O M B  D i r e c t i v e  1 5 .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  a  

m i s t a k e  t o  i g n o r e  t h e  l o n g - t e r m  p o t e n t i a l  a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h e s e  c h a n g e s .  

O u r  p r e s e n t  s y s t e m  o f  c l a s s i f y i n g  r a c e s  h a s  b e e n  c o n s t r u c t e d  o n  t h e  p r i n -  

c i p l e  t h a t  r a c i a l  c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  i m m u t a b l e ;  c o n t i n u e d  u s e  o f  s u c h  a  p r i n -  

c i p l e  i s  n o  w a y  t o  e n d  a  r a c i s t  l e g a c y  a n d  n o  w a y  t 6  t h i n k  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  

a b o u t  o u r  p r e s e n t  a n d  f u t u r e  s o c i e t y .  R a c i a l  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  i n e v i t a b l y  

c o n f u s e s  a n d  d i s t o r t s  t h e  r a c i a l  d i v i s i o n s  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  a n d  i n  t h e  

p r e s e n t  c o n t e x t  i t  i s  n a t u r a l  t o  s e e  t h a t  c o n f u s i o n  s i m p l y  a s  a  t h r e a t  t o  

c i v i l  r i g h t s ’  g a i n s .  H o w e v e r ,  i f  r a c i a l  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  c o m e s  t o  b e  t r e a t e d  a s  

a n a l o g o u s  t o  e t h n i c  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  g e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  c o u n t r y  s h o u l d  p r o f i t  

f r o m .  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  o f  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y .  I f  m i x e d + - a c e  p e o p l e  c o m e  t o  b e  

n u m e r o u s  a n d  a r e  t r e a t e d  l i k e  o t h e r  p e o p l e  o f  m i x e d  e t h n i c  a n c e s t r y ,  i t  

w i l l  b e  h a r d e r  f o r  r a c i a l  d i v i s i o n s  t o  r e m a i n  s t r o n g .  S u r e l y  w e  a l r e a d y  

f i n d  s o m e  o f  t h a t  h a p p e n i n g  i n  t h e  J & X  p u s  p v e r  T i g e r  W o o d s ’ s  r a c i a l  

o r i g i n s . z o  T h e  p r e s e n t  d e b a t e  o v e r  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  a n d  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  

t h o s e  d e b a t e s  a l s o  h a v e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  e r o s i o n  o f  t h e  

a c i a l  d i v i d e s . 2 1  

Forecasting “the Browning of America” 

P u b l i c  d i s c u s s i &  a b o u t  l i s t i n g  t h e  m u l t i r a c i a l s  g o e s  o n  s e p a r a t e l y  f r o m  ’  

T  d i s c u s s i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  f u t u r e  r a c i a l  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e .  

Y e t  b o t h  i s s u e s  t u r n  o n  t h e  s a m e  i n a d e q u a t e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  i n t e r m a r r i a g e  

b y  t h e  C e n s u s  B u r e a u ~ a n d  o t h e r  g o v e r n m e n t  a g e n c i e s .  T h e  p r o j e c t i o n s  o f  

r a c e  d r e w  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e  s e v e n  y e a r s  a g o  a s  a  

r e s u l t  o f  a  X m e  m a g a z i n e  a r t i c l e  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p h r a s e  “ t h e  b r o w n i n g  o f  

A m e r i c a ”  w a s  c o i n e d . 2 2  ‘ E m e  f o l l o w e d  t h e  C e n s u s  B u r e a u  i n  t e l l i n g  

A m e r i c a n s  t h a t  t h e i r  c o u n t r y  w i l l  b e  m o r e  t h a n  h a l f  n o n w h i t e  b y  t h e  

m i d d l e  o f  t h e  n e x t  c e n t u r y .  T h i s  m e s s a g e  i n v o k e s  d i f f e r e n t  r e a c t i o n s  f r o m  

d i f f e r e n t  p e o p l e .  T o  s o m e  i t  s a y s  t h a t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  h a d  b e t t e r  w a k e  

u p  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  i t s  “ m i n o r i t i e s ” ;  t h e y  a r e  s o o n  t o  b e  i t s  m a j o r i t y .  T o  

o t h e r s  i t  s a y s  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  h a d  b e t t e r  r e s t r i c t  i m m i g r a t i o n  t o  a v o i d  

r e a c h i n g  t h e  n o n w h i t e  m a j o r i t y .  B u t  a n y  m e s s a g e  d r a w n  f r o m  t h a t  t e x t  

w i l l  b e  m i s g u i d e d ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  p r o j e c t i o n s  a r e  m i s g u i d e d .  T h e y  i g n o r e  

i n t e r m a r r i a g e .  
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The branch of the Census Bureau that undertakes several important 

projections (for example, of age, sex, and total population) somehow got 

saddled with making racial projections. Dedicated and discerning 

demographers became linked to a sadly misguided effort. The racial 

projections are based on the bizarre assumption that there will be no 

further intermixing of peoples across racial lines. ,Specifically, they 

assume that a child born to an interracial couple today will take the race 

of the mother and that, starting tomorrow, neither that child nor any 

other American will marry across race lines. If an AsianeAmerican 

woman and a nonHispanic white man marry today, the bureau projects 

that uJ of their descendants in the year 2050 will be Asian-American 

and will onl+y be Asian-American. If two immigrants arrive from 

Guatemala today, the bureau projects that aII of their descendants will 

marry only Hispanics through 2050 and beyond. Such assumptions are 

wonderfully simplifying and have some short-term political use to a few 

interest groups, but they are ludicrous-or would be if they were not 

taken seriously and did not contort our view of where we are. 

Realistic assumptions about future intermarriage levels imply both more 

and less ethnic transformation in the United States than the projections 

suggest. If the descendants of Guatemalans marry non+Hispanics, it 

means that m&y more people will have some “Hispanic origin” by 2050 

than would be the case if the descendants of Guatemalans married only 

other Hispanics. And yet, at the same time, many of these descendants 

will be only one-quarter or one-eighth Hispanic, with the other three- 

quarters or seven-eighths some other ethnic origin; very likely they will 

be part nonHispanic white. . 

A recently completed study of immigration by a panel of the National 

Research Council takes a great step forward in confronting these limita- 

tions. The council’s panel went on to make its own projections by 

building in assumptions about the extent of future intermarriage and its 

impact on future racial identification (Smith and Edmonston 1997). 

However, by laying bare the assumptions behind the panel’s procedures, 

we come to the central problem inherent in their efforts. The panel 

assumes that the “Mark one only” instruction will remain in effect for 

the next six decades and that whatever the level of intermarriage, the 

children of the racially intermarried would remain members of one race 

only. The question that the panel therefore sets out to address in its 

projection is “What will our mixed-race descendants of 2050 mark when 
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instructed to ‘Mark one only’?” The answer to that question, to put it 

gently, is a long way from an adequate statement about how our descen- 

dants will relate to their racial origins. I 

Consider a fairly extreme, but not unreasonable case. In 1990 the 10s 1 
yeareold child of an Asian-white marriage is listed under one race; in 

’ 2000 this person marries the offspring of a Hispanic-white marriage (who 

also chooses one race). ‘Their own child, born in 2005, is listed under 

one race, and in 2030 marries the offspring of a blackdwhite marriage+ 

The child of this marriage marries the offspring of a white-Native 

American marriage, and this couple has a child just as the long form of 

the 2050 census arrives in the mail; the form instructs them to mark the 

newborn under one-race onlv. lust how meaningful can their response 

be? Notice that this example is only “fairly” extreme. On one side of the 

family there has been racial intermarriage in every generation since 

1990, but I have not even specified the racial background of the other 

side of the family, except for the newborn’s parent.z3 The point is not 

whether the panel correctly projects which race these parents of 2050 

will mark for their newborn; rather the point is that the result of a “Mark 

one only” instruction on the race question cannot have a recognizable 

meaning in the society of 2050, any more than that instruction could 

produce meaningful results if used on the ethnic ancestry question today. 

There is another kind of difficulty with such projections, one that would 

not go away even if the instruction were changed to “Mark one -or ~ 

more.“. Will Americans in 2050 perceive the major ethnic and racial , 

’ groupings as they do today? Suppose the Census Bureau in 1900 or even , 

in 1930 had projected the racial composition of 1997, while ignoring the 

subjective element in racial identity, the reality of intermarriage, and the 

coming shift in countries sending emigrants. It would not have fared too 

well. The bureau might have classified most of us as Nordic, Alpine, and 

Mediterranean, for example. Suppose that during the coming decades 

many new Slavic immigrants arrive from the countries of eastern Europe; 

would we be content to simply subsume these recent Slavic arrivals 

under the categorv white, along with those whose ancestors came from 

many lands eight or ten generations back? More likely we would create a 

subdivision “nonSlavic white” (or would it be “non~recentSlavic 

white”?). Or suppose that as a result of political and economic develop- 

ments in Asia, immigrants from India and Pakistan increase sharply and 

arrivals from China, Taiwan, Korea, and the Phillippines decline sharply. 
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Will we still speak of Asians or will we make some distinction between 

the Indian subcontinent and the countries to its east? Admittedly, the 

difficulty of predicting the big “racial” divides might be seen as analos I 
gous to other difficulties that arise with any projections. The objection 

to predicting identity with just one race is the fundamental objection 

because it highlights the internal contradiction arising when we define 

race as “one only” and stresses the need for realistic assumptions about 

racial intermarriage. 

I do not mean to suggest that the National Research Council’s panel was 

unaware of such issues; it mentions caveats directly relevant to most of 

them; but caveats do not go into the model, and the public hears the 

count the model produces, not the caveats. Moreover, while the panel is 

indeed aware of most of these issues, it gives only the weakest of hints 

that the whole notion of estimating membership in one race only is not 

productive for a population that will include so many with multiple 

racial origins. The panel makes a great contribution in drawing public 

attention to the fact that the current bureau projections ignore intermar- 

riage; but intermarriage cannot be meaningfully incorporated into the 

projections unless mixed racial membership is also incorporated. 

Intermarriage changes the salience, the meaning, of race. 

Desideratum: The Genealogist’s Projection 

There is another kind of projection that could be undertaken and it 

would serve a truly educational purpose. We could estimate the true 

racial origins of Americans in 2050-the origins a genealogist would 

discover. This exercise would turn away from the subjective responses 

people must make when instructed to mark one only or even to mark 

one or more. The. ancestry data show that even the latter instruction will 

be a simplification. The genealogist’s forecast would underscore for the 

public just how much intermarriage is expected. It would also bring to 

center stage the uncertainties about the future prevalence of black-white 

intermarriage. The National Research Council, for example, projected it 

to remain at 1970 to 1990 levels through 2050.24 Moreover, this sort 

of genealogist’s exercise is much closer to what the public thinks 

it is getting in projections abo.ut the future racial composition of the 

country, ,_namely, actual origins rather than subjective simplifications 

of misguided instructions. If media discussion of Tiger Woods is any 

,’ 
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. . 
measure, awareness of multiraciality is rising; however, the public may 

still be surprised to learn the extent, to which actual origins will be 

blended. WhatFver the precise number;, our genealogist will surely find 

that by 2050 many more Americans than today will have nonwhite 

parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents and that Americans with 

such nonwhite ancestors will also be more likely than today to have 

white parents, grandparents, or greategrandparents. 

However, why should the Census Bureau be in the business of making 

long-term racial projections at all, beyond the next decade or so? 

Nongovernmental researchers can run these simulatio&. The bureau’s 

other population projections, notably of age, sex, and population, .are 

used in a variety of endeavors. But racial composition? Is the racial 

projectioti an atavism from a more racist era, or is it a misguided effort to 

forecast how many Americans in 2050 will be covered bv the legal 

statuses inherent in the civil rights legislation of today? 

we can expect if we dehy that races mingle and treat them differently 

than other ethnic groups in this regard. The greater danger is the perpetud I 
ation and strengthening of a barely articulated idea underlying the 

present way of counting races: that racial groups live in isolation from one 

another, that their members must be counted as members of different 

species might be counted. The Census Bureau does not just count in 

choosing what to count and how to count, it is in danger of propping up 

barriers that would otherwise not be so high or so foolishlv Dlaced. 

Addendum 1. Race Mixing in the .American Pa+ Legacies 
and Implications for Today’s Counts 

In some sense, everyone has mixed origins. In terms of one or another of 

the differing definitions of race that have operated in this country since 

1900, most Americans are of mixed “racial” oripin: recall that at the m-n 

of the century Nordic, Aloine, and Mediterranean were often classified as 

races. Even if we restrict ourselves to the current OMB definitions of race 

(black, white, Native American, and Asian/Pacific Islander), there is a 

good deal of mixed-race descent if one takes the long view. Will this long 

history of racial mixing distort responses to the race question when people 

are told they can fill in more than one race, as they can fill in more than 
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M u h - a c i a l s ,  R a c i a l  C l a s s & & m ,  a n d  A m e r i c a n  h t e r m a m i a g e  
I  

o n e  a n c e s t r y ?  T h e  a n s w e r  i n  a  w o r d  i s  n o +  F i r s t ,  p e o p l e  d o  n o t  l i s t  e v e r y  

p o s s i b l e  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  a n c e s t r y  q u e s t i o n ;  r a t h e r ,  t h e y  l i s t  o n l y  t h o s e  

a n c e s t r i e s  w i t h  w h i c h  t h e y  i d e n t i f y .  S e c o n d ,  t h e  C e n s u s  B u r e a u  t e s t s  o f  

t h e  r e l e v a n t  v a r i a n t s  o f  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  g i v e  u s  e m p i r i c a l  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  

t h e  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  r a c i a l  m i x i n g  d o e s  n o t  m u c h  i n f l u e n c e  r e s p o n s e s .  

T h e  l o n g  v i e w  o f  r a c i a l  m i x i n g  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  i n  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  b l a c k s ,  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n s ,  a n d  H i s p a n i c s  

( W i l l i a m s o n  1 9 9 . 5 ;  D a v i s  1 9 9 1 ;  S n i p p  1 9 8 9 ;  N a s h  1 9 9 5 ) .  T h e  i m p o r *  

t a n c e  o f  a  c l e a r - c u t  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  f r e e  a n d  s l a v e  a n d  l a t e r  b e t w e e n  

s u b j u g a t e d  b l a c k s  a n d  s u b o r d i n a t i n g  w h i t e s  m e a n t  t h a t  t h e  b l a c k # w h i t e  

c o l o r  l i n e  w a s  s h a r + l y  a n d  u n a m b i g u o u s l y  d r a w n .  F r o m  e a r l y  c o l o n i a l  

t i m e s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  b l a c k - w h i t e  m a r r i a g e s  w e r e  i l l e g a l .  H o w e v e r ,  

n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  t h e  l a w  a n d  t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  r a c e ,  b l a c k - w h i t e  s e x u a l  

u n i o n s  o c c u r r e d  i n  a  w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  s o c i a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  

s e x u a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  ‘ o f  t h e  e n s l a v e d .  A n  e x t e n s i v e  m u l a t t o  p o p u l a t i o n  

w a s  d o c u m e n t e d  w h e n  t h e  c e n s u s  o f  1 8 5 0  f i r s t  e x p l o r e d  t h e i r  p r e v a l e n c e  

n a t i o n a l l y .  O v e r  t h e  l o n g  c o u r s e  o f  s l a v e r y ,  t h e s e  m i x e d - r a c e  p e o p l e  

c a m e  t o  b e  d e f i n e d  a s  b l a c k  i n  l a w  a n d  c u s t o m ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  “ o n e  

d r o p  o f  b l o o d ”  r u l e ,  b y  w h i c h  m e m b e r s h i p  i n  t h e  w h i t e  r a c e  w a s  l i m i t e d  

t o  t h o s e  w i t h o u t  a n y  b l a c k  a n c e s t o r s .  N o t  a l l  s o c i e t i e s  b u i l t  a r o u n d  a  

r a c i a l  d i v i d e  h a v e  b e e n  o r g a n i z e d  i n  t h i s  w a y ;  S o u t h  A f r i c a ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  

r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  m i x e d - r a c e  d e s c e n t  a s  a  s e p a r a t e  l e g a l  s t a t u s  -  

l a b e l e d  “ c o l o r e d . ? ’  I n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  t h o s e  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  w e r e  m o v e d  

o v e r  t h e  l i n e  t o  t h e  b l a c k , c a t e g o r y .  

B e c a u s e  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  m u l a t t o  p o p u l a t i o n  i n t e r m a r r i e d  i n t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  . I  

t h e  b l a c k  p o p u l a t i o n ,  d e m o g r a p h e r s  e s t i m a t e  t h a t  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  h i g h  

p r o p o r t i o n s  o f  “ b l a c k  A m e r i c a n s ”  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  f a c t  h a v e  s o m e  

w h i t e  a n c e s t r y  ( q u i t e  a p a r t  f r o m  a n y  r e c e n t  t r e n d s  i n  i n t e r r a c i a l  

m a r r i a g e ) +  M o r e o v e r ,  s o m e  f r a c t i o n  o f  m u l a t t o e s  f a i r - s k i n n e d  e n o u g h  t o  

“ p a s s  f o r  w h i t e ”  d i d  s o ;  a n d  ‘ s i n c e  t h e y  t y p i c a l l y  m a r r i e d  i n t o  w h i t e  

A m e r i c a ,  a  n o n t r i v i a l  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  “ w h i t e  A m e r i c a n s ” - a m o u n t i n g  t o  

t e n i  o f  m i l l i o n s  o f  “ w h i t e ”  p e o p l e - h a v e  s o m e  b l a c k  a n c e s t r y .  T h u s  t h e  

b l a c k - w h i t e  l i n e  w a s  p r e s e r v e d ,  u n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  i n  l a w ,  i n  r a c e  t h e o r y ,  a n d  

i n  m u c h ,  o f  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e ,  b u t  n o t  i n  t h e  t r u e  g e n e a l o g i c a l  l e g a c i e s  o f  

t h e  p o p u l a t i o n . z 5  

A m o n g  N a t i v e - A m e r i c a n s ,  a  s o m e w h a t  d i f f e r e n t  p a t t e r n  e m e r g e d ;  t h e r e  

a r e  m a n y  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e ,  b u t  c e r t a i n l y  a  c r u c i a l  o n e  i s  t h e  
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a b s e n c e  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  s l a v e r y ,  f o r  t h e  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n .  B y  t h e  

e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  m a n y  p e o p l e  w h o  s a i d  t h e y  w e r e  N a t i v e  

A m e r i c a n  b y  r a c e  a l s o  n o t e d  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  o f  m i x e d  d e s c e n t ,  w i t h  s o m e  

w h i t e  o r  b l a c k  a n c e s t o r s  a s  w e l l .  W h e n  g o v e r n m e n t  d e a l t ,  w i t h  t r i b a l  

c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  f o r  v a r i o u s  p u r p o s e s ,  t r i b a l  

m e m b e r s h i p  w a s  d e f i n e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ’ s  

a n c e s t o r s  w h o  h a d  b e e n  t r i b a l  m e m b e r s .  T h e  r e q u i r e d  p r o p o r t i o n  

d i f f e r e d  f r o m  t r i b e  t o  t r i b e :  a  q u a r t e r ,  a n  e i g h t h ,  o r  l e s s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  h a d  t o  b e  r e c o g n i z e d  b y  t h e  t r i b e  a s  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .  

T h u s ,  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  w a s  m u c h  m o r e  c o m p l e x  t h a n  t h e  “ o n e - d r o p  r u l e ” ;  

i t  i n c l u d e d  b o t h  a  “ b l o o d  q u a n t u m ”  ( a  s p e c i f i c  f r a c t i o n  o f  N a t i v e  

A m e r i c a n  a n c e s t r y )  a n d  a  s u b j e c t i v e  e l e m e n t  o f  c o m m u n a l  r e c o g n i t i o n .  

T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a n o t h e r  n o t e w o r t h y  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  b l a c k - w h i t e  

a n d  r e d - w h i t e  s i t u a t i o n s .  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n  i s  a  c a t e g o r y  o n  t h e  c e n s u s  

r a c e  q u e s t i o n  a n d  o n  t h e  c e n s u s  a n c e s t r y  q u e s t i o n .  W h e n  t h e  C e n s u s  

B u r e a u  b e g a n  u s i n g  t h e  a n c e s t r y  q u e s t i o n  i n  1 9 8 0 ,  i t  f o u n d  t h a t  m i l l i o n s  

o f  p e o p l e  w h o  d e c l a r e d  t h e y  h a d  s o m e  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n  a n c e s t r y  l i s t e d  

t h e m s e l v e s  a s  w h i t e  o n  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n .  B y  1 9 9 0  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  s u c h  

p e o p l e  h a d  r i s e n  t o  n e a r l y  9  m i l l i o n ,  w h i l e  t h o s e  w h o  d e c l a r e d  t h e m e  

s e l v e s  a s  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n  o n  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  n u m b e r e d  o n l y  a b o u t  2  

m i l l i o n  ( H a r r i s o n  a n d  B e n n e t t  1 9 9 5 ,  2 0 9 ) .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  v e r y  f e w  w h o  

i d e n t i f i e d  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  b l a c k  o n  I t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  m e n t i o n e d  a n y  

E u r o p e a n  a n c e s t r y ,  a n d  v e r y  f e w  w h o  i d e n t i f i e d  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  w h i t e  o n  

t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n  m e n t i o n e d  a n y  A f r i c a n  a n c e s t r y .  I f  p e o p l e  k n e w  a n d  

r e p o r t e d  t h e i r  f a m i l y  o r i g i n s  f u l l y ,  p r e s u m a b l y  t e n s  o f  m i l l i o n s  w o u l d  b e  

’ r e p o r t i n g  b o t h  b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e  a n c e s t r y ,  j u s t  a s  m i l l i o n s  r e p o r t  r e d  a n d  
- _ - l -  : a _ _  - _ _  - - - A _ - -  

H i s p a n i c  A m e r i c a n s  p r e s e n t  a  t h i r d  v a r i a n t .  T h e  ‘ i n t e r m i n g l i n g  o f  

A f r i c a n s ,  E u r o p e . a n s ,  a n d  n a t i v e  p e o p l e s  i n  t h e  s o c i e t i e s  o f  L a t i n  

A m e r i c a  o c c u r r e d  u n d e r  a  v a r i e ’ t y  o f  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  b u t  t h e  u p s h o t  w a s  

t h a t  m a n y  H i s p a n i c  i m m i g r a n t s  a r r i v e  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  k n o w i n g  t h a t  t h e y  

h a v e  o r i g i n s  i n  t w o  o r  m o r e  o f  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  p e o p l e s .  A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  

t h e y  l e a r n . t h a t  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e  a r e  s h a r p l y  d i v i d e d .  

W h i c h  c a t e g o r y  o f  t h e  r a c e  q u e s t i o n ,  t h e n ,  s h o u l d  t h e  . H i s p a n i c s  m a r k ?  

I t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  m a n y  H i s p a n i c s  m a r k  o t h e r  f o r  t h e i r  r a c e .  _ . - 

I t  i s  o n e  t h i n g  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  t h a t  a  g r e a t  n u m b e r  o f  A m e r i c a n s  h a v e  

r e m o t e  g e n e a l o g i c a l  o r i g i n s  i n  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  o f  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  w e  l a b e l  



as racial today. It ,is quite another thing to believe that people today will 

in fact change the way they answer the race question in order to capture 

that long ago racial mixing. In fact, the evidence suggests that the 

reverse is the case. The ancestry data from the censuses of 1980 and 

1990 show us that whites rarely identify with an African ancestry and 

blacks rarely identify with a European ancestry (Farley 199Of. 4l-%).*“j 
In addition, the surveys conducted by the Census Bureau in connection 

with the current OMB review show that the results tabulated using 

different approaches generally did not yield statistically significant differ- 

ences from the current method of tabulation. In sum, responses to the 

race question do not elicit an awareness of the high levels of multi* 

raciality created over the long sweep of American history. To put it 

differently, the subjective element in the way we determine racial 

membership allows us to bypass the complexity that is inherent in the 

genealogical record; ‘what we get ,for the most part is.responses based on 

an awareness of recent family history.27 

Multiracials , Racial Clussijkatkm, and American htermuwiage 
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Addendum 2. Are Hispanics a Race? 

Race is subjectively defined by the Census Bureau, with the available 

categories from which to chose determined administratively by the OMB 

directive. This arrangement is important for civil rights laws, Iwhich cover 

Hispanics. Hispanics have a hard, time knowing what to call themselves 

in those administratively determined categories. For one thing the aware- 

ness of and feelings about a multiracial legacy vary from one society to 

another, and multiracial immigrants do not necessarily relate to their 

origins in the sameway as the native botn. It rrtay well be.-harder for these 

immigrants, then, to chose one category. Butmore important, because of 

the way Americans talk about race, neither the blaik or white category 

seems to include Hispanics easily (thus, “non-Hispanic white”). With 

what race, then, is the Hispanic supposed to “subjectively identify”? . 

In the 1990 census, 57 percent of those who identified themselves as 

Hispanic (on the Hispanic origin question) selected one of the four 

specific racial categories listed on the census form. Of the 43 percent 

who did not do so, many placed themselves in the “other” race category, 

and they constitute the vast majority of the people who chose this cate- 

gory. When a major population group cannot meaningfully identify 

an important question, it is natural to wonder whether the question is 

with 
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misstated. Would it help to add “Hispanic” as a new racial category 

(Farley 1996, 211; Smith and Edmonston 1997, chap. 3, n, 17)? The 

government’s interagency task force recommended against this change, 

and their recommendation should, be supported. The task force suggested 

instead that listing the Hispanic question before the race question would 

help reduce the confusion of Hispanics when they confront the race 

question, and ,that is the only change that should be made. 

On the one hand, it seems strange to treat Hispanic as a race, given the 

history of that ‘term and the obvious connection of the term “Hispanic” 

to ethnicity; is “Slavic-American” then a race? Also, the racial count of 

“others” does not much complicate legal issues, since Hispanics are sepa. 

rated from whites and blacks by virtue of the Hispanic origin question. 

On the other hand, one can argue that the race question is no longer 

meant to elicit what used to be called race, so that it makes little differ- 

ence if it is extended to cover Hispanics. Indeed, the race question 

nowhere mentions the word race, and the tabulation headings could 

easily be made to refer (as they already often do) to “race and Hispanic 

origin.” 

There is, however, another consideration. People tend to ignore 

subtleties, and listing Hispanic as a category in the race question may 

contribute to a more widespread willingness to refer to HiFpanic as a 

race. Consider ,the following examples, taken from the two important 

technical reports recently produced on the race question changes by the 

Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

“ . . . when Hispanic was included as a racial category . . +” 
L‘ . * * where Hispanic was a’ racial category + + .” 

“Preference for Including Hispanic as a Racial Category” 

[section title] (Tucker et al. 1996, 5’41) 

“Hispanic origin is inctuded in the list as though it is a race 

group” (Bennett et al. 1997, 1-13) 

lt is easy to understand why the terms are used in this way by responsible 

analysts; but the eliding of “Hispanic” and “race” is well underway in 

such usage. The rest of us- are likely ‘to be less, not more, careful than 

Census Bureau officials in eliding “Hispanic” and Yrace.” 

Finally, there is the matter of ~precedent. Because the OMB~is going to tell 

us which ~grouns will be listed as races, it is understandable that ethnic 
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. 
groups other than those already discussed might request consideration for 

race status (U.S. Office of Management and Budget 1995, 44,681). If an 

ethnic group, such as one representing Arab-Americans, believes it is in 

its interest to have its progress scrutinized by government, then being 

listed as one of the racial groups is a big step in-that direction. The 

subjective nature o$ the list, the fact that the list is determined by admin- 

istrators, and the fact that the list is used to define legal status all make it 

hard to tell groups that they carm.ot be listed as a category in the race 

question. Including Hispanics will make it harder still to do so. 

Notes 

1. For a large sampling of views on this issue, see U.S. House of 

Representatives 1994. For the range of issues that the OMB has raised for 

review, see US. Office of Management and Budget 1995,44,673-44,693. 

2. While the demand may be for recognition, it is worth noting that should 

the multiracial population be defined as a distinct racial group, it might 

then become eligible for various b&efits. 

4. The respondent’s birthplace- question has heen asked in every decennial 

census since 1850 .and the parental birthplace questions in every decennial 

census between 1880 and 1970. In 1980 and 1990 the parenial birthplace 

questions were dropped. It is to be hoped (probably vainly) that the 2000 

census will include the parental birthplace questions, without which we 

cannot know, for example, whether a 25*year-old native-born individual of 

Chinese descent is the child of immigrants or the child of descendants who 

have been in this country since 1870 or before. In any event, the parental 

birthplace questions cpntinue to be asked regularly 0~ 1 other census enumer- 

ations, such as monthly Current Population Survl eys. For a c.onvenient 

cowpendium of the census questions prior to 1990, see Bureau of the 

Census 1979; for a discussion of the ancestry question, discussed below, see 

Lieberson and Waters 1988. 

5+ Another rationale was thought to be that it would tap into putative ethnic 

loyalties related to the “white ‘ethnic revival” of the late 1970s. 

6. Critics have argued that the information produced by the Hispanic question 

is already embedded in the ancestry question and that the Hispanic origin 

question is a useless redundancy propelled by Hispanic interest groups. 

Defenders of the question note that the question explicitly asks the respons 

dent for a yes or no answer on this specific ancestry, which is the only 

ancestry not covered by the race question that is relevant to legislation. See 

for example, Lieberson and Waters 1988, 16-18. 

-. 
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7. Similarly, in direct interviews (as opposed to mail-in forms, which most 

people fill out) “If a person could not provide a single race response, the 

race of the mother was used. If a single race response could not be provided 

for the person’s mother, the first race reported by the’person was used” ,,. 
(Bureau of the Census 1992, Appendix B). 

8. A variant of the ancestry question couId eventually do away with the race 

question, but that does not seem to be in the works any time soon. 

9. The reference is to those who consider themselves Native American by 

race, not to the much larger group, nearly all of whom consider themselves 

white, but indicate that they have some Native American ancestry. On the 

1990 intermarriage rates for individuals 25 to 34 years old, see Farley 1996, 

264-265. 

10. Of course, even a Hispanic or an Asian marrying within his or her own 

“racial” group might well be marrying someone with origins in a different 

country (a descendant of Chinese immigrants might marry a descendant of 

Asian Indians, for example). 

11. The reference here is to nativedborn black males, 20 to 29 years of age 

(Qian 1998; see also Besharov and Sullivan 1996? 19-21). 

12. In 1960 the Census Bureau did not take account of “Hispanics” in 

discussing. race at all; among those it did count as nonwhite, some nines 

tenths were blacks. The “chances of meeting” a black or other nonwhite 

obviously vary dramatically across the country; the example in the para- 

graph should be thought of as, referring to randomly chosen nonwhites 

selected from the American population. 

13. Relevant but apparently not a subject of discussion, are individuals who 

think that there are advantages to claiming partial minority status,~such as 

to obtain civil rights protections intended for racial minorities. l?resumably, 

at the level of individual job or school applications, such issues have already 

arisen or shortly will regardless of the changes to the diiective. In the 

census, this individual has no personal stake in claiming multiple racial 

origins; however, a person may now chose to do so as a statement about his 

or her identity. 

14. If white and other were the two listed races,. the individual would be 

counted as white. 

15. The authors stress that the specific individual might not end up being clas 

sified in the same category as under current enumerations, since given the 

choice of one race only, an individual might mark white rather than Asian, 

but under the historical series someone vho marked white and Asian would 

be classified Asian. However, the resulting aggregate numbers are similar. 

Note also that my discussion is based on the premise that the instruction to 

respondents on the race question should be “Mark one or more” or “Mark 

all that apply.” The authors also consider the possibility that a multiracial 

race category be added. They suggest that a person who marked only one of 

the indicated minority groups and multiracial would be classified with the 

marked minority group. 

, 
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16. At the individual level, in fact, this strategy is probably the one in effect 

now: the triracial person in our example might be able to claim federal 

benefits as a member of a Native American tribe and file suit against an 

employer suspected of discrimination ‘ a g a i n s t  blacks. However, presumably 

in a suit against an employer accused of discriminating against blacks and 

Native Americans, our triracial example would not be counted as two 

neonleA 
r - - r - -  

17. In addition to the problems already raised, the treatment of such situarions 

as Hispanics suing over voting domination by blacks should be considered. 

18. In the target areas for Asian/Pacific Islander, 58.3 percent of respondents 

declared that they were Asian/Pacific Islander when given the instruction 

“Mark all that apply”; 65.0 percent did so when instructed to mark one 

only. The fraction was virtually identical ( 6 4 , 8  percent) when they were 

instructed to mark one or more (Bennett 1997, Panels A, C, and H, 1-3 1 ) .  

19. As a supplement to the Current Population S u r , v e y  (CPS) for May 1995, 

the bureau asked the race question with and without a ‘multiracial category 

as well as with and without listing Hispanic as a racial category. When the 

race question included a multiracial category, the instruction was changed 

from “Mark one only” to “Mark one or more.” However, the option I am 

urging (changing the instruction without including a multiracial category) 

was not administered in this national sample. Nor were illustrative 

approaches to counting provided in’reporting the results of this CPS supple* 

ment (Tucker et al. 1996). In this survey the major difference in racial 

counts (presumably using the single race approach) was that the proportion 

of Native Americans dropped from 0.97 to 0.73 of. 1.0 ‘percent when the 

multiracial category was included in the race question. The difference may 

seem trivial, but in relative/terms, it is large for that small populatil o n .  
Nevertheless, it is not reflected in detailed, targeted counts of the second 

survey (Bennett et al. 1997, l-29), and it would presumably not have 

emerged given less exclusive approaches to. the count in the CPS suppled 

ment. 

2 0 .  T i m e ,  May 5, 1997,32. 

21. Some observers of racial patterns worldwide fear the flip side of the scenario 

I’ve just outlined. In a society of strong racial divisions, they argue, multi- 

racials may come to be defined (as they were in apartheid South Africa and 

in some other societies) as the “new colored people,” with a distinct legal 

status. Instead of preserving the firm race line by the “one drop rule,” we 

will, these people argue, do as South Africa did, by creating, instead of two 

sharply delineated races, one or two more, all with a standing in law 

(Spencer 1997). This scenario seems to me unrealistic because it ignores the 

difference between our moment in the evolution of race relations and the 

situation in South Africa in 1900 or 1950. It is true, however, that the legal 

recognition of a multiracial race category is subject to criticism from this 

perspective more than the alternative of allowing people to indicate more 

than one racial origin. 

22. Time, April 9, 1990. 
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23. 

24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

. 
Notice, too, that the panel is obliged to assume that the racial choice for 

mixed-origin people will be made in the same way as it is today, although 

the number of races from which parents, grandparents, and great- 

grandparents descend may be larger on average than today. 

In each racial group the panel distinguishes immigrants from the native 

born and distinguishes the native born in terms of how many generations 

back (one, two, three, four, or more) ancestors immigrated. The panel then 

applied rates of intermarriage (based on data from our own time) to these 

subcategories -of the population. What, then, does the panel assume about 

the descendants of blacks brought here in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, that is, most American blacks? It assumes that since these blacks 

have been in this country for four,or more generations, they will intermarry 

in the future no more often than they intermarry today (Smith and 

Edmonston 1997, chap. 3, section on “Exogamy Assumptions” and Table 

3.B+3, “Exogamy Estimates”). 

Until very recently indeed! Laws against intermarriage were not ruled 

unconstitutional by the Supreme Court until 1967, and such laws were on 

the books in many states in the 1950s. 

The picture is more mixed with regard to Native Americans. In 1980, for 

example, in addition to the large number of whites claiming some Native 

American ancestry, about 22 percent of those claiming Native American 

racial status also claimed some European Ancestry (Snipp 1989, 51)* 

However, the crucial point is that the counts of Native Americans do not 

change in statistically significant ways when the instructions to the race 

question change. 

In another test the Census Bureau asked people who said that they were 

multiracial whether they said ‘so because their parents were of different 

races, because more distant ancestors were of different races, or.because the 

nature of their group was multiracial. Some three-quarters chose the first 

reason (Tucker et al. 1996). But with regard to the second response, which 

concerns us here, the real point is that only a tiny fraction of those who 

could conceivably have declared a multiracial legacy did so. For example, in 

the black population alone a substantial majority would have had some 

rational basis for marking more than one category, if they were inclined to 

do so; had they done so, the number of multiracials would have been many 

times greater than it was. Similarly, Hispanics may be confused about 

whether to mark black, white, or other, but the confusion is not based on a 

desire to resolve their problem by marking two or three of the available race 

choices instead of one; rather, they are uncomfortable being labeled in any 

of the available .race groups. 
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