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This graphic displays the different race, ethnicity and origin categories used in the U.S. decennial census, from the first one in 1790 to the latest count in 2010. 
The category names o�en changed from one decade to the next, in a reflection of current politics, science and public a�itudes. For example, “colored” 
became “black,” with “Negro” and “African American” added later. The term “Negro” will be dropped for the 2020 census. Through 1950, census-takers 
commonly determined the race of the people they counted. From 1960 on, Americans could choose their own race. Starting in 2000, Americans could include 
themselves in more than one racial category. Before that, many multiracial people were counted in only one racial category.

What Census Calls Us  
A Historical Timeline
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Free colored males and femalesAll other free persons Black, 
African American, 

or Negro
Black, or Negro

Negro, 
or Black

BlackBlack 
(Negro or 
of Negro 
descent)

Negro

Black

Slaves
Black Slaves

Mulatto 

Mulatto

Mexicans were counted as a separate 
race in 1930 for the first and only time.

Chicano: A variation of “Mexican American” commonly 
used in Western and Southwestern states.

Aleut: People who trace 
their ancestry to the 
Aleutian Islands in Alaska.

Mulatto: Definitions varied from census to census, but this term generally means 
someone who is black and at least one other race. Mulattoes, octoroons and quadroons 
were counted as single-race black, but today could be counted as multiracial.

Multiracial: Two or more

People could choose 
their own race

People could choose 
two or more races

The nation’s first census was a count of the U.S. population as of Aug. 2, 
1790. U.S. marshals and their assistants were supposed to visit each 
U.S. household and record the name of the head of the household and 
the number of people in each household in the following categories: Free 
white males ages 16 and older, free white males younger than 16, free 
white females, other free persons, and slaves. This is the first page of the 
publication containing the results.

Asian Indian

Hindu: Referred to Asian Indians, 
regardless of religion.

Hindu

Mulatto  Slaves Octoroon

Quadroon

This category included 
smaller racial groups 
not specified on the 
census form.

In 1910, the vast majority of the Other 
category were Korean, Filipino and 
Asian Indian (called Hindu).

Although American 
Indians living in 
white society were 
included in the 
census before 1890, 
the 1890 census 
was the first to 
include a complete 
count of American 
Indians on tribal 
land as well.

Pacific Islanders were grouped with Asians from 
1960-1990. In the 2000 Census and 2010 Census, 
they were grouped with Native Hawaiians.

Quadroon: Someone with “one-fourth black blood,” according to 
census-taker instructions.
Octoroon: Someone with “one-eighth or any trace of black blood.”
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