
AUTHORIZING THE FIRST CENSUS — 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF POPULATION DATA

STUDENT VERSION

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

•	 Item 1: Chapter II – An Act Providing for the Enumeration of the Inhabitants of the United States

•	 Item 2: Excerpt of Congressional Remarks During the Census Debate

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to understand primary sources.

•	 I will be able to identify and explain the short- and long-term impact of the 1790 act authorizing  
the census.
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The framers of the U.S. Constitution established in our founding document a national census count to 
ensure fairness in political representation in the new democracy: Article I of the U.S. Constitution calls for an 
enumeration of the U.S. population every 10 years.

The country’s first enumeration began in 1790 — more than a year after the inauguration of President 
Washington and shortly before the second session of the first Congress ended. To fulfill Article I, Congress 
assigned responsibility for the 1790 Census to U.S. marshals — law enforcement officers for the U.S. 
Department of Justice in each judicial district — under legislation that guided census collections through 1840. 
This act required three major things: that every resident be counted, that completed census data be posted in 
two of the most public places in each district, and that total counts be sent to the president.

Read the excerpt of the authorizing legislation, from Item 1: Chapter II – An Act Providing for the Enumeration 
of the Inhabitants of the United States, and answer questions 1–3.

1.	 In 1790, marshals carried out orders from federal judges, the U.S. Congress, or the president, and they 
provided representation of the federal government in their districts.

a.	 Why do you think Congress chose marshals to carry out the first enumeration instead of 
another group?

b.	 What might have been some potential drawbacks to this approach?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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2.	 Into what original six categories were residents placed? Which group of people was to be omitted?

3.	 The U.S. government, as a new body, faced several challenges during the time of its first enumeration. 
Choose at least two of these challenges, and explain how the information the census gathered might have 
helped address them.

4.	 Review Item 2: Excerpt of Congressional Remarks During the Census Debate, which includes remarks by 
President James Madison when he served in the U.S. House of Representatives.

a.	 Explain the main points of this excerpt in your own words.

b.	 How is this excerpt relevant to the overall debate about the first enumeration?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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c.	 How do you think James Madison envisioned the questions in future censuses?

5.	 Thinking about current political, economic, and social challenges compared with those from 1790 
or other historical time periods, how does census information help the government address such 
challenges today?

6.	 What possible issues do you think the U.S. Census Bureau encounters today as it continues to collect and 
process data about the U.S. population?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Chapter II, An Act Providing for the Enumeration of the Inhabitants of the United States 
(Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Chapter II, An Act Providing for the Enumeration of the Inhabitants of the United States 
(Continued)

www.census.gov/history/pdf/1790_Census_Act.pdf
Click the link above to view the excerpt online.

“Indians not taxed” refers to Indians living on reservations, tribal lands, or in tribal relations who are not subject to federal 
taxation. They were not counted and therefore did not count towards apportionment. Those living “in civilization” were counted 

under “All other free people.”

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1790_Census_Act.pdf
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Item 2: Excerpt of Congressional Remarks During the Census Debate

Source: Annals of Congress, U.S. House of Representatives, First Congress, Second Session, Feb. 2, 1790.

www.census.gov/schools/resources/historical-documents/congressional-remarks.html

Click the link above to view the excerpt online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/schools/resources/historical-documents/congressional-remarks.html



