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Birth registration formed a key part of the administration of white supremacy between
Reconstruction and World War II. In the allotment of Indigenous lands and the enforcement of
de jure segregation by states, birth registration served an important ideological and administrative
function. Because allotment policy combined property transmission with family reorganization, it
made documentation of identity more important to the federal Indian Office. The Office imposed
nuclear family structures on complex kin networks to establish access to land title, and it used doc-
umentation to alter family relationships to fit with American property law. During the same years,
southern states used birth registration to fix racial identity in order to determine access to school,
marriage, and many other benefits. Racial classification through birth registration, in other
words, worked less to record the truth than to help produce it.

In 1936, after just one year of marriage, Cyril Sunseri sued to have his marriage to his wife,
Verna Cassagne, annulled by a civil court in New Orleans. According to Sunseri, Cassagne
was “a person of color,” and their marriage had been illegal under Louisiana’s miscegenation
statute. By seeking annulment rather than divorce, Sunseri was asking the court to declare that
his marriage to Cassagne had never been valid. The court thus had to determine whether
Cassagne possessed even “a trace of negro blood.” Sunseri alleged that Cassagne’s
great-great-grandmother, Fanny Ducre, was a “full-blooded negress,” while Cassagne insisted
that she was an Indian. Both parties to the suit brought witnesses to testify in support of
their claims, but Sunseri also adduced a trail of documentary evidence marking Ducre and
her descendants as “colored.” These documents included Verna Cassagne’s own birth certifi-
cate, which, despite the fact that she had been born on a “white” maternity ward, marked
her as colored. In the end, the oral testimony of relatives and friends that Verna and her mother
“have always been considered as being of the white race by their acquaintance in the City of
New Orleans” could not win out over the documentary trail: Cassagne, the trial and appeals
courts found, was Black, not white. The marriage was annulled.1

Cassagne’s fate demonstrates the power of vital statistics documents in determining racial
classification and administering the racial state. Although Sunseri v. Cassagne involved a
great deal of testimony about the racial reputation of Verna Cassagne, her fate was ultimately
determined by the bureaucratic document filed when she was born: her birth certificate. By the
1930s, the power of birth certificates to determine the facts of a person’s identity (name, par-
entage, exact age, sex, and race) was well established. Though scholars have often portrayed the
courtroom determination of racial identity as a matter of racial reputation and association,

The author would like to thank the editors and staff of MAH, and the anonymous reviewers for their construc-
tive feedback.

1Sunseri v. Cassagne, 191 La. 209, 185 So. 1, 1938 La. LEXIS 1362 (1938); Sunseri v. Cassagne, 195 La. 19, 196
So. 7, 1940 La. LEXIS 1051 (1940).
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Cassagne’s case demonstrates that by the twentieth century, bureaucratic forms of knowledge
could supplement and even replace local knowledge about racial identity.2

Until late into the twentieth century, all states and localities that registered births included
information about the race or color of a child’s parents on the form. This was considered a basic
fact of both personal identity and population knowledge.3 But increased use of birth certificates
as instruments of identification coincided with the administrative use of genealogically based
blood quantum formulas to distribute (and block) access to the goods of citizenship. This
was true both in federal Indian policy and state-based Jim Crow segregation. This made vital doc-
uments attractive to the architects of a racial order, who sought not only to dismantle Indian
sovereignty and enforce segregation, but also to impose a Black/white order on the racially ambig-
uous, racially mixed communities scattered throughout the South.4 Significantly, Cassagne claimed
that she was descended not from a “mulatto,” but from an Indian. Foreclosing this possibility and
reclassifying Indians as Black under state laws was critical to the success of segregation. Chief
among the assets of birth registration documentswas not just that theymarked the race of the person
towhom they belonged, but also that they were a source of genealogical information in a racial caste
system based on the intergenerational math of blood quantum. Indeed, centering the use of state
vital registration documents to administer policies of white supremacy supports the growing
tendency to integrate postbellum policy toward Indians within the larger history of racial caste.5

Before the twentieth century, race was rarely a matter of documentation. White Americans
treated race as self-evident: you knew a person’s race by looking at them. Of course, race was
frequently far from self-evident. Because antebellum state laws regulated rights and freedoms
according to race, individual racial status was frequently contested in the courtroom. When
pre–Civil War courts had to adjudicate identity, they relied on racial performance to settle mat-
ters. For a man, whiteness was demonstrated through participation in civic rituals: voting, mili-
tia mustering, and jury duty. For a woman, her whiteness was a function of adherence to codes
of respectable womanhood, sexual purity most important among them. This was not simply a
matter of juries using performative clues to reckon race because documentation was unavail-
able; judges and juries often ignored or overruled documentary evidence of ancestry. As
Ariela Gross has argued, whites had an ideological commitment to race as performance.
Rather than destabilizing race, relying on performative clues bolstered “racial common
sense,” the notion that race was something you could “tell by looking.” And when performative
criteria were used to establish racial classification, this brought communities into courtrooms to
testify about the behaviors and associations of their neighbors. Paradoxically, whites’ commit-
ment to the stability of racial identity led them to rely on reputation rather than documentation
of ancestry. By contrast, an individual’s status—whether free or slave—was a matter of docu-
mentation, through evidence of ancestry, wills, bills of sale, and other legal instruments.

2Ariela J. Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell: A History of Race on Trial in America (Cambridge, MA, 2008). Gross
argues that reputation and association were always more important than documentation in adjudicating racial
identity.

3For the full history of how birth certificates became identity documents, see Susan J. Pearson, The Birth
Certificate: An American History (Chapel Hill, NC, 2021).

4Gross describes this process, but not the role of birth certificates within the process. Gross, What Blood Won’t
Tell, Chapter 4. See also Virginia Bynum, “‘White Negroes’ in Segregated Mississippi: Miscegenation, Racial
Identity, and the Law,” The Journal of Southern History 64, no. 2 (May 1998): 247–76.

5Recent examples of scholarship that integrate Native American history into the otherwise Black/white history of
racial hierarchy and segregation include Rose Stremlau, “Allotment, Jim Cow, and the State: Reconceptualizing the
Privatization of Land, the Segregation of Bodies, and the Politicization of Sexuality in the Native South,” Native
South 10, no. 1 (2017): 60–75; Peggy Pascoe, What Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of
Race in America (New York, 2009); and Mika Endo, “‘The Word “Mixed” without the “Indian” Would Be
Better’: Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act and the Destruction of Indian Race in the Early Twentieth Century,”
Native South 7, no. 1 (2014): 92–107.
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Documentation, in other words, was more important for establishing freedom than it was for
determining racial identity.6

In the postbellum era, the tools used to establish status—free or slave—were applied to race,
which became a matter of bureaucratic and legal administration rather than just reputation or
association. Though many courtroom battles over racial identification continued to turn on
questions of racial performance and, more important in the era of segregation, racial associa-
tion, outside the courtroom the routine administration of race-based policies also relied on doc-
umentation of ancestry and identity. The use of documents to establish racial identity in a
society structured by de jure segregation formed part and parcel of the bureaucratization and
modernization of white supremacy, the creation of what Peggy Pascoe has called a “racial
state.” Though racial classification and hierarchy were always creatures of the state, this shifted
in the postbellum era as more legal and administrative power devolved from planter
heads-of-households to the state, which at the same time expanded its regulatory reach through
the creation of new agencies such as Boards of Health.7 The creation of systems of vital regis-
tration also gave quasijudicial power to determine race to state functionaries from registrars to
clerks of court.

The power of birth registration went beyond the simple ability to administer segregation and
other blood-based policies, however. The federal and state officials who used birth certificates to
sort people according to race assumed that such documents provided a disinterested, epistemo-
logically stable source of information. But racial classification through birth registration worked
less to record and stabilize the truth than to help produce it. Because state Bureaus of Vital
Statistics possessed the ability to racially classify individuals on their birth documents, they
redefined the racial landscape. For Native Americans, the federal government used vital regis-
tration to impose nuclear family structures in order to allot tribal land. In the case of Jim Crow
segregation, state officials did this not only through the routine processing of birth registration
documents that classified citizens according to race, but also by systematically denying certain
babies and their parents access to the racial categories of “white” and “Indian,” foreclosing all
the state and federal recognition that those entailed.

Scholars of Native American history have detailed the “intimate colonialism” of allotment
and shown how state officials in the South erased Indians in order impose a Black/white binary
on a multiracial South. Yet the story of how quotidian bureaucratic forms—birth certificates—
played a role in the construction of racial classification and the administration of racial caste has
mostly been ignored by U.S. historians.8 Though there is a burgeoning literature on state-based

6Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell, 24–5, 54, 57–8, 78, 103–4. See also Bela August Walker, “Fractured Bonds:
Policing Whiteness and Womanhood through Race-Based Marriage Annulments,” DePaul Law Review 58, no. 1
(2008): 1–50.

7Peter W. Bardaglio, Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex, and the Law in the Nineteenth-Century South
(Chapel Hill, NC, 1995); Pascoe, What Comes Naturally, especially Chapter 5.

8I am borrowing the term “intimate colonialism” from Cathleen Cahill, who is borrowing it from Ann Stoler.
Cathleen Cahill, Federal Mothers and Fathers: A Social History of the United States Indian Service, 1869–1933
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2011), 6. For scholarship on allotment as a documentary process concerned with remaking
Indian family structures, see Rose Stremlau, Sustaining the Cherokee Family: Kinship and the Allotment of an
Indigenous Nation (Chapel Hill, NC, 2011). For scholarship discussing how southern state officials refused to rec-
ognize Native Americans in order to create a Black/white racial binary, see Endo, “‘The Word “Mixed” without the
“Indian”Would be Better’”; Mikaëla M. Adams, Who Belongs? Race, Resources, and Tribal Citizenship in the Native
South (New York, 2016), especially Chapter 1. See also Stremlau, “Allotment, Jim Crow, and the State.” As a result,
Native Americans often had to deny Black heritage. See Arica L. Coleman, That the Blood Stay Pure: African
Americans, Native Americans, and the Predicament of Race and Identity in Virginia (Bloomington, IN, 2013);
and Malinda Maynor Lowrey, Lumbee Indians in the Jim Crow South: Race, Identity, and the Making of a
Nation (Chapel Hill, NC, 2010), especially Chapter. 1. For scholarship that that discusses parts of the history of
birth registration in the US in general, see Robert Gutman, Birth and Death Registration in Massachusetts,
1639–1900 (New York, 1959); Shane Landrum, “From Family Bibles to Birth Certificates: Young People, Proof
of Age, and American Political Cultures, 1820–1915,” in Age in America: The Colonial Era to the Present, eds.
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forms of identification, much of this work centers on centralized European states or their col-
onies.9 Recent scholarship on race and immigration in the United States has shown that doc-
umentation practices are critical to the construction of basic categories of identity, but accounts
of the rise of a documentary regime in the United States are surprisingly thin. When it comes to
the politics of government population knowledge, scholars scrutinize the federal, decennial cen-
sus but ignore vital registration documents, in spite of the fact that census records have no pro-
bative value and are not considered a legal form of identification.10 Birth certificates, by
contrast, are not only (by statute) “prima facie evidence of facts shown thereon,” but also
they have since the early twentieth century been used to establish the basic facts of identity
in order to control access to school, employment, marriage, military service, social security,
pensions, passports, drivers’ licenses, and myriad other rights and entitlements of citizenship.11

For all Americans, a birth certificate has become a key that opens doors. Yet throughout the
twentieth century, nonwhite Americans, rural Americans, and those born outside a hospital
were less likely to have their births registered. This put both Native Americans and African
Americans in a double bind. Without a registered birth, a person would have a much harder
time proving his or her right to work, go to school, claim a pension, and so forth. And for reg-
istered nonwhite Americans, their birth certificates functioned as much to deny rights as to
grant access to them.

The double-edged nature of vital registration for Indians and Black Americans is perhaps the
best example of the dilemma of identification and documentation in general. On one hand,
scholars sometimes characterize state projects of vital registration as part of the logic of what
James Scott calls “state simplification,” the creation of a grid of population knowledge akin
to a map of territory, and therefore an assertion of sovereignty and a form of surveillance
and control.12 It is easy to see how using birth registration documents to implement federal
and state policies to end tribal sovereignty and enforce racial segregation fit with this interpre-
tation. On the other hand, historians of identification also recognize that state-based identity

Corrine T. Field and Nicholas L. Syrett (New York, 2015), 124–147; Susan J. Pearson, “‘Age Ought to Be a Fact’:
The Campaign Against Child Labor and the Rise of the Birth Certificate,” Journal of American History 101, no. 4
(Mar. 2015): 1144–65; Critical Genealogies Collaboratory, “Standard Forms of Power: Biopower and Sovereign
Power in the Technology of the US Birth Certificate, 1903–1935,” Constellations 25, no. 4 (Dec. 2018): 641–56;
Colin Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of the Informational Person (Chicago, 2019), 35–65;
Shane Landrum, “The State’s Big Family Bible: Birth Certificates, Personal Identity, and Citizenship in the
United States, 1840–1950” (Ph.D. diss., Brandeis University, 2014); and Pearson, The Birth Certificate.

9Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton, NJ, 1996); Valentin
Groebner, Who Are You? Identification, Deception, and Surveillance in Early Modern Europe (New York, 2007);
Edward Higgs, Identifying the English: A History of Personal Identification 1500 to the Present (London, 2011);
Edward Higgs, The Information State in England: The Central Collection of Information on Citizens since 1500
(New York, 2004); Jane Caplan and John Torpey, eds., Documenting Individual Identity: The Development of
State Practices in the Modern World (Princeton, NJ, 2001); Christopher Dandeker, Surveillance, Power and
Modernity: Bureaucracy and Discipline from 1700 to the Present Day (New York, 1990).

10On the importance of documentation in histories of race and immigration, see Pascoe, What Comes Naturally;
Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, NJ, 2005); and
Erika Lee, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration During the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943 (Chapel Hill, NC,
2003). On the U.S. census, see Margo J. Anderson, The American Census: A Social History (New Haven, CT,
1988); Craig Robertson, The Passport in America: The History of a Document (Oxford, UK, 2010); Kenneth
Prewitt, What Is Your Race? The Census and Our Flawed Efforts to Classify Americans (Princeton, NJ, 2013);
and Paul Schor, Counting Americans: How the US Census Classified the Nation (New York, 2017).

11Texas State Board of Health, The Annual Report of the Bureau of Vital Statistics for the Year 1917 (Austin, TX,
1918), 10.

12James B. Rule et al., “Documentary Identification and Mass Surveillance in the United States,” Social
Problems 31, no. 2 (Dec. 1983): 222–34, here 223; James Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to
Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven, CT, 1998), 77–8; Carl Watner, “The Compulsory
Birth and Death Certificate in the United States,” in National Identification Systems: Essays in Opposition, eds.
Carl Watner and Wendy McElroy (Jefferson, NC, 2004), 70–86, here 83.
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registration not only serves to administer programs of rights and entitlements, but also that reg-
istration is frequently an outgrowth of such programs.13 In other words, identity registration is
more than a form of surveillance; it is a means of state recognition that unlocks the door to
citizenship. It is no accident, then, that nonwhite Americans were historically the most under-
registered among all births. It seems the only thing worse than being registered is the neglect of
not being registered at all.

Initially, U.S. states had a patchwork of inherited systems and laws for registering vital events
such as birth and death, most of which were ignored. The federal Constitution left vital regis-
tration to the states, and over the course of the nineteenth century, state laws and rates of reg-
istration continued to range from nonexistent to ineffective to, in a very few instances, such as
the New England states, relatively robust. Beginning in the antebellum period, a coalition of
public health reformers, physicians, statisticians, and budding social scientists led a multi-
pronged and multidecade series of efforts to improve vital registration laws and the functioning
of registration systems in the states. With the creation of the permanent Census Bureau in 1903
and the U.S. Children’s Bureau in 1913, federal agencies also promoted birth registration to
secure better data about the population and to promote child welfare. Despite such efforts,
not until 1933 did all states (then 48) register 90 percent or more of live births, and not
until after World War II did rates of registration among Native Americans reach that high.
Today, although not every single birth is registered, the practice is considered universal in
the United States.14

From the beginning, every city and state that collected birth registrations required that cer-
tificates indicate the “race or color” of the parents or the child.15 This was not necessarily for
purposes of identification. Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, Americans rarely used
birth certificates as proof of identity. Instead, birth registration recorded race because vital reg-
istration was intimately linked to racial science. The state registrars responsible for collecting
registration returns and issuing annual reports of birth and death statistics were constantly frus-
trated, however, by how casually their fellow Americans seemed to regard proper racial classi-
fication. One part of the problem was that midwives, doctors, clerks, and parents failed to
report race. In 1850 Connecticut’s Secretary of State complained that “color” was often left
blank on birth certificates. A decade later at a meeting of Philadelphia’s medical society,
local physicians lamented the absence of accurate statistics on “colored births” because, as
one of their group reported, “the colour in every instance [of birth] has not been designated.”16

Likewise, throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, Michigan officials complained
not just that certificates were returned with the “wrong” sort of racial classification, but also that
too many were returned with no race or color recorded at all. “This imperfection in the returns
is to be regretted,” the state registrar chided in 1879, “because it detracts so much from the value
of the statistics.”17

13Keith Breckenridge and Simon Szreter, “Recognition and Registration: The Infrastructure of Personhood in
World History,” in Registration and Recognition: Documenting the Person in World History, eds. Keith
Breckenridge and Simon Szreter (Oxford, UK, 2012), 1–36, here 12, 16; Wendy Hunter and Robert Brill,
“Documents Please: Advances in Social Protection and Birth Certification in the Developing World,” World
Politics 68, no. 2 (Apr. 2016): 191–228.

14Pearson, The Birth Certificate.
15National Board of Health, National Board of Health Bulletin, Supplement No. 5: Proceedings of Conference on

Vital Statistics (Washington, DC, 1880), 16.
16[Connecticut] Secretary of State, Report of the Secretary of State, Relating to the Registration of Births, Marriages

and Deaths, for the Year Ending July 31, 1850, John P. C. Mather (Hartford, May, 1851), 7; “Transactions of
Societies: Art. VIII—Summary of the Transactions of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia,” American
Journal of the Medical Sciences 42, no. 83 (July 1861): 69–100, here 72.

17State Department, Michigan, Seventh Annual Report of the Secretary of State of the State of Michigan, Relating
to the Registry and Return of Births, Marriages, and Deaths for the Year 1873, Wm. Jenney (Lansing, MI, 1879), 22.
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Indeed, racial categories had no stable content. While statisticians or state registrars might
have agreed among themselves about a discreet set of possible answers to the “race or color”
question—white, colored, mulatto, quadroon, octaroon, Indian, Japanese, Chinese, or
Mongolian—returns on birth certificates made it clear that birth attendants did not share
the same understanding of racial categories. Virginia’s registrar complained that his state’s
ignorant midwives would indicate a baby’s “color” with terms “such as ‘brunette,’ ‘blond,’
‘light skinned,’ ‘dark,’ etc.” This was not just a southern complaint. In his 1874 annual report,
Michigan’s state registrar reprimanded local officials for their dereliction in matters of race.
“The color should be stated as Black, Mulatto, Indian, White and Indian, etc., and not as
African or Colored,” he grumped.18 Nor was this simply a problem that plagued the early
days of registration; errors or omissions in recording race lasted well into the twentieth century.
States and the federal government tried to make racial categories more uniform. In 1920,
Minnesota’s state registrar provided detailed instructions to clerks on how to record race, includ-
ing the fact that “B” for Black should encompass “all degrees of negro descent, as mulatto, qua-
droon, etc.”19 The Census Bureau attempted to help standardize racial categories in its Physician’s
Handbook on Birth and Death Registration, first issued in 1939. “Racial origin should be described
by stating to what people or race each parent belongs,” the handbook instructed, “as white,
Indian, Negro, Chinese, etc.” And in spite of the last category—Chinese—the handbook reminded
doctors not to use terms such as “American” or “Canadian” since these “express citizenship
rather than a race or people.”20

The failure to classify births according to race and the problems posed by racial ambiguity
were more than a statistical annoyance. As the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth,
accurate racial classification of births became important not simply to test theories of racial fit-
ness, but also to sort individuals according to the terms supplied both by state segregation and
miscegenation laws, and by federal legislation distributing land and other goods to Native
Americans. The instability of racial classification collided with the bureaucratic imperative to
classify people on forms, to put them in a box. On the one hand, early-twentieth-century racial
science held fast to the idea of race as a biological reality while, on the other hand, even pro-
ponents acknowledged that no scientific test could establish race. Racial ambiguity thus became
an administrative problem that administrators of race-based policies tried to solve through
recourse to genealogy—a knowledge of ancestry. This made birth certificates, which not only
marked racial status, but also traced ancestry, pivotal to the racial state.

The link between identity documentation and the racial state was on full display in Indian
country. From the 1830s through the 1870s, the federal government pursued the confinement
of Indians on reservations, but the consensus about the wisdom of this began to fracture in the
late 1870s. Ongoing graft in the administration of the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA), brutal and
well-publicized military action against Indians in the West, and the exposure of near-starvation
among many who received rations and annuities led reformers active in the Women’s National
Indian Association, the Indian Rights Association, and the annual Lake Mohonk Conference to
work with politicians and OIA officials to promote a new solution to the “Indian problem.”
Freedom and equality for Indians, they believed, would come through assimilation.

18W. A. Plecker, “A Standard Certificate of Birth,” American Journal of Public Health 5, no. 10 (Oct. 1915):
1044–7, here 1046–7; State Department, Michigan, Fifth Annual Report of the Secretary of the State of
Michigan, Relating to the Registry and Return of Births, Marriages, and Deaths for the Year 1871, Daniel Striker
(Lansing, MI, 1874), 42.

19Instructions for Transcripts of Birth Certificates for 1920, Box 2, Health Department Correspondence and
Miscellaneous c. 1904–1915, Correspondence and Miscellaneous Records, Minnesota Department of Health,
Minnesota State Archives, St. Paul, MN.

20Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Physician’s Handbook on Birth and Death Registration,
Containing International List of Causes of Death, 9t. ed. rev. Halbert L. Dunn (Washington, DC, 1943), 7.
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Assimilation would require education for children, the adoption of Christianity, the reforma-
tion of gender roles through the institution of legal marriage, the end of matrilineal systems
of descent, and the allotment of private property to individual Indians.21

Allotment happened in fits and starts until the passage of the General Allotment Act in
1887, commonly known as the Dawes Act after Henry Dawes, the Massachusetts Senator
and chairman of the Committee on Indian Affairs, who shepherded the bill through
Congress. The Dawes Act authorized the president to order the allotment of reservations.
Under its terms, each head of a family would receive a 160-acre plot of land; minors and single
persons would receive smaller plots of land. Allotments were to be held in trust by the U.S.
government for twenty-five years, after which time they would be converted to fee-simple prop-
erty. During the trust period, allotted land could be conveyed only to an heir, with no other sale
or transfer permitted.22

Though Dawes and his allies imagined that allotment would end the federal Indian bureauc-
racy because it would transform Indians into citizens who had no special relationship to the
federal government, Cathleen Cahill shows that assimilation through allotment led to an
“increasingly complex bureaucratic structure” in the Indian Office. This occurred in part
because allotment was accompanied by the delivery of didactic programs to Indians in lieu
of rations and annuities. Agency farmers taught Indian men to till their fields; field matrons
instructed Native women in the arts of housekeeping; teachers instructed children in
English, home economics, agriculture, and elements of “civilization.” But allotment itself was
also a huge administrative undertaking that involved what Rose Stremlau calls the “bureaucratic
reorganization” of Indian families. Allotment attempted to construct citizens not only by break-
ing up tribal land and governance, but by breaking down Indian kinship structures and refor-
mulating them as nuclear, patriarchal households.23

Because allotment combined property transmission with family reorganization, it made
population registration important to the Indian Office in new ways. As a documentary process,
allotment began with the creation of a census roll, not unlike that used for rations and annuities
in years past. This established a baseline register of who was eligible for an allotment. The
Office wanted to know not only exactly to whom it was deeding land, but also it wanted to
document the legal relationships that governed any subsequent transmission of property,
from husbands to wives or from fathers to children. Documenting family relationships also
ensured that no one received land illegitimately—that a woman who lived as married did
not register for land as a single person, for example. This required not just scrupulous record-
keeping, but also the imposition of legal marriages duly registered and the documentation of
parentage.24

Commissioners considered documentation a sign of civilization and were likely gratified
that, among other things, they taught Indians to record vital events on paper and not in mem-
ory.25 The Indian Office and its allies hoped the creation of the original registration roll for
allotment would serve as the beginning of a documentary process that would become
routinized and self-perpetuating. While the agents who made the rolls often had to content

21Frederick Hoxie, The Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880–1920 (Lincoln, NE, 1984);
Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: The United States Government and the American Indians, abridged ed.
(Lincoln, NE, 1986), 224, 263; Rose Stremlau, “‘To Domesticate and Civilize Wild Indians’: Allotment and the
Campaign to Reform Indian Families, 1875–1887,” Journal of Family History 30, no. 3 (Jul. 2005): 265–86;
Cahill, Federal Fathers and Mothers, 3–6, 25–40.

22Prucha, The Great Father, 226.
23Cahill, Federal Fathers and Mothers, 39–40; Stremlau, “‘To Domesticate and Civilize.’”
24The best description of the documentary process of allotment is Stremlau, Sustaining the Cherokee Family.
25Stremlau, Sustaining the Cherokee Family, 112–6, 129–36; see also Alexandra Harmon, “Tribal Enrollment

Councils: Lessons on Law and Indian Identity,” Western Historical Quarterly 32, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 175–200.

Modern American History 123

https://doi.org/10.1017/mah.2022.13 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mah.2022.13


themselves with oral testimony or post-hoc affidavits to determine the family relations that they
should record on the allotment documents, they wanted more certainty in the process going
forward. For this reason, both the government-sponsored Board of Indian Commissioners
(BIC) and the Lake Mohonk Conference reformers continued to press for securing vital regis-
tration for Indians. In November 1899, the Secretary of the Board of Indian Commissioners
surveyed all Indian Agents about the process of allotment, and he requested written replies
to his circular letter. He wanted to know how they thought it was working in practice.
Among the areas of inquiry, he asked agents to describe whether they kept a register of mar-
riages, births, and deaths of allottees, and also to note any “evils from lack of registration and
records” that they might encounter. The BIC then printed the responses of the agents.
Respondents who worked on allotted agencies were more likely to keep records of births, mar-
riages, and deaths, with some noting that the practice had begun only with allotment.26 Many
agents also detailed the “evils” of improper or inadequate registration. The agent from the
Sisseton Agency noted that “an Indian does not trace his relationship as a white man would,
but he is liable to adopt a father or a mother,” and this would cause trouble “when the time
comes to deliver deeds to this people.” An agent with the Pueblo and Jicarilla claimed that
“on account of lack of registration and records, it has been impossible to deliver a larger num-
ber of the patents.” Still others complained of another problem—the inconstancy of Indian
names. At least one agent was content: at the Mescalero Apache reservation, he reported,
“These Indians adopted white people’s mode of naming children in 1896, being forced to by
the agent.”27 This meant that wives and children took the husband’s name, and it had helped
keep the record books straight.

Whether they claimed to keep accurate records or not, most agents echoed the opinion of
the Siletz Agency superintendent, who wrote that “the Department should issue an order giv-
ing the form and manner in which the records of births, deaths, marriages, and divorces
should be kept on each reservation, thus securing a uniformity of record for the whole ser-
vice.”28 The BIC and the Lake Mohonk conference concurred. In 1900, the Lake Mohonk
Conference adopted a plea for vital registration as part of its platform. President Gates pro-
fessed shock that the federal government had done “nothing to render family life sacred”
among Indians by creating marriage and birth registers. These, he argued, were agents of
“social purity” that created and perpetuated family groups. Proper registration would have a
“marked influence in civilizing the Indians by adding dignity to family life.” To the moral
arguments, Gates also added economic ones, since registration would “save the Government
great expense and trouble in preventing a mass of litigation to determine the heirs” of allotted
lands.29

On May 15, 1900, the Chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, John Thurston
of Nebraska, introduced a bill for the regulation of marriage among Indians and the registration
of vital events. The bill would have required the Office of Indian Affairs to provide every agency
with a record book; agents would be required to record all existing marriages, complete with all
children, and to link the registrations to allotments. The legislation also made it the agent’s duty
to record all births and deaths. As they introduced a new regime of private property, the act of
registration would create a form of legal identity that would remold Indian naming, kinship,
and inheritance practices into Anglo legal traditions. Thurston’s bill never made it out of
committee, but both Gates and the BIC urged the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to use his

26Board of Indian Commissioners, Thirty-First Annual Report of the Board of Indian Commissioners, 1899
(Washington, DC, 1900), 8–9.

27Ibid., 47, 59, 66.
28Ibid., 65.
29Isabel C. Barrows, ed., Proceedings of the Eighteenth Annual Meeting of the Lake Mohonk Conference of the

Friends of the Indian, 1900 (New York, 1901), 17–8.
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executive powers to put in place the legislation’s provisions by fiat.30 In 1901, Commissioner
William Jones did just that.31

In spite of such directives, the birth registration rates of Native Americans remained the low-
est among all Americans throughout the twentieth century. Commissioners of Indian Affairs
and heads of the Indian Health Service periodically issued circular directives reminding
Indian Agents to do a better job with registration, and they corresponded with individual
agents, admonishing them for a job poorly done. The Office also tried to promote birth regis-
tration directly to Native Americans and to change birth practices among Native women in
ways that would yield higher rates of birth registration. Both strategies are exemplified by
the 1916 “Save the Babies” campaign initiated by Commissioner Cato Sells. Meant to tackle
disproportionately high rates of infant mortality among Native Americans, the campaign
also promoted birth registration, which the U.S. Children’s Bureau had begun to argue was a
critical tool in the prevention of infant mortality. As part of its campaign, the Office created
and distributed a pamphlet, Indian Babies: How to Keep Them Well. Among the advice
about prenatal care, and proper infant feeding and care, the handbook admonished Indian
mothers to have their baby’s births registered (Figure 1). “Such a record may help you to
prove some day that it is an American citizen,” the booklet explained. “It will prove how old
it is, and establish the right to vote, to marry, to make contracts, to establish claims to inher-
itance, etc.”32

Beyond appealing to Native mothers to register their babies’ births, the Office tried to change
birth practices among Native women in ways that would yield higher rates of birth registration.
Throughout the United States, births attended by physicians or licensed midwives were much
more likely to be reported than those attended by kin or neighbors. As part of the “Save the

Figure 1. Instructions to Native American women on reservations to have births registered and to breastfeed.
Source: Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs, Indian Babies: How to Keep Them Well (Washington, DC,
1916), 5.

30Ibid., 18; Board of Indian Commissioners, Thirty-Second Annual Report of the Board of Indian Commissioners
to the Secretary of the Interior, 1900 (Washington, DC, 1901), 8–9, 16; To Provide for the Registration of Married
Indians, and for the Licensing, the Legal Performance, and the Recording of Marriages among Reservation Indians,
or between Reservation Indians and Others; and to Make Definite and to Record the Family Relations of Indians
Who Have Not Yet Received Allotments of Land in Severalty, S. 4713, 56th Congress, 1st Session (1900).

31Office of Indian Affairs, Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs (Washington, DC, 1901), 42–6.
32Department of the Interior, Office of Indian Affairs, Indian Babies: How to Keep Them Well (Washington, DC,

1916), 5.
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Babies” campaign, Sells instructed his subordinates to promote physician-attended and hospital
births among Native American women, an outgrowth of which would be increased birth reg-
istration. Sells increased the number of hospitals on agencies and urged his physicians to admit
birthing mothers. “I am particularly anxious that our hospitals shall be used for mothers in
childbirth,” he wrote to his superintendents.33 Sells bragged in 1917 that his health initiatives
had reduced the influence of traditional healers, especially the medicine man. This was impor-
tant because, as Sells put it, “to the extent that he has flourished his tribesmen have been non-
progressive, never reaching their possibilities, suffering for want of the hospital, physician,
nurse and field matron.”34

Shifting childbirth from home to hospital comprised part of a longer campaign by the OIA
to replace traditional healing with western, allopathic medicine. Controlling Native women’s
relationship to reproductive health became central to that larger shift.35 During the interwar
years, the Indian Health Service (IHS) sent public health nurses to reservations, a move that
aided both the medicalization of birth and the registration of newborns. IHS nurses were sup-
posed to impart American housekeeping and childrearing practices to Indian women. Under
the aegis of health, such practices were framed as not only civilized but also medically correct,
sanitary, and life-giving.36 On the Fort Belknap reservation in the early 1930s, the field nurse
Miss Holzworth tried to visit all expectant women “at some time during pregnancy, and urge
[d] hospitalization.” She also made sure that such women received prenatal letters from the
Montana State Board of Health, which very likely also would have urged both hospitalization
and birth registration. For those women who still delivered at home, Holzworth sometimes
attended them, but always “secure[d] data for birth certificates.”37 The agency hospital also
gave every woman who delivered a baby there a “Hospital Birth Certificate, which has a picture
of the hospital on it, and is signed by the Superintendent”38 (Figure 2).

The work of field nurses across the West was similar to that of Miss Holzworth at Fort
Belknap. At Fort Hall Agency in Idaho, the field nurse Mrs. Hughes also made it her business
to find out who was pregnant and pay a visit. After a baby was born, Hughes visited the new
mother at home and instructed her in infant care. If the baby had been born at home rather
than in the agency hospital, Hughes would make out a birth certificate for it. But according
to the reports of the OIA supervisory nurse who came to inspect at Fort Hall, by 1935 over
80 percent of babies at the agency were born in the hospital, up from just over 50 percent
two years prior.39 Though many Indians resisted giving birth in hospitals and preferred
midwife-assisted home deliveries, these numbers were fairly typical. By 1940, 80 percent of
Indian babies were born in Indian Health Service or IHS-contracted hospitals, a rate well
above the national average.40 And, at least in the eyes of IHS medical personnel, hospital births

33Department of the Interior, Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs to the Secretary of the Interior for the
Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1917 (Washington, DC, 1917), 18.

34Department of the Interior, Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs … June 30, 1917, 20.
35Barbara Gurr, Reproductive Justice: The Politics of Health Care for Native American Women (New Brunswick,

NJ, 2015); Brianna Theobald, Reproduction on the Reservation: Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Colonialism in the Long
Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill, NC, 2019).

36Cahill, Federal Mothers and Fathers, 222; Theobald, Reproduction on the Reservation, 44–62.
37Mary E. McKay to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Jan. 15, 1935, folder 002129-004-0830, Reports on Medical

and Nursing Activities, Indian Health and Medical Affairs, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Central
Classified Files, 1907–1939, ProQuest History Vault [hereafter BIA-CCF-PQHV] (accessed Dec. 19, 2018).

38L. W. Shotwell to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Feb. 15, 1934, folder: 002129-004-0806,
BIA-CCF-PQHV (accessed Dec. 19, 2018).

39Mary E. McKay to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Apr. 1, 1935, folder: 002129-027-0843, BIA-CCF-PQHV
(accessed Dec. 19, 2018).

40Sam Shapiro and Joseph Schacter, “Birth Registration Completeness United States, 1950,” Public Health
Reports 67, no. 6 (Jun. 1952): 513–24, here 517. On Native American resistance to hospital births, see Brianna
Theobald, “Nurse, Mother, Midwife: Susie Walking Bear Yellowtail and the Struggle for Crow Women’s
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increased the fidelity of birth registration. At Fort Hall, the agency physician assured the super-
intendent that “the matter of births and deaths should be free from error for the Agency
Hospital” since he filled out proper forms for all the vital events that occurred there. To the
extent that some births went unregistered they were from the “rest of the agency,” outside
the hospital. This claim was echoed by other IHS physicians across the 1930s. Whatever hap-
pened in the hospital, they felt sure that they had accounted for, and for whatever happened
outside it, they offered no guarantees.41 Data collected by the National Office of Vital
Statistics in 1950 affirmed agency physicians’ claims. Among Indians, physician-attended
home births or hospital births were more than twice as likely to be registered as those occurring
at home without a physician.42 Changing Native birth practices changed Native registration
rates.

Birth registration not only established the naming practices and family ties necessary for the
transmission of property according to Anglo-American legal norms, but it also helped
the Office of Indian Affairs to calculate the “blood quantum” of individual Indians.

Figure 2. Fort Belknap Agency Hospital Decorative Birth Certificate, c. 1934. Source: folder: 002129-004-0806, Reports on
Medical and Nursing Activities, Indian Health and Medical Affairs, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Central
Classified Files, 1907–1939, ProQuest History Vault (accessed Dec. 19, 2018).

Reproductive Autonomy,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History 66, no. 3 (Autumn 2016): 17–35; and
Theobald, Reproduction on the Reservation, 77–8.

41H. W. Wheeler to Fred Gross, July 14, 1931, folder: Fort Hall Agency, 1930–June 30, 1935, Fort Hall Box 5,
Correspondence Concerning Reports, 1930–1935, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, RG 75, National
Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC [hereafter BIA-CCR]. For other claims that hospital births
result in birth registration, while nonhospital births might not, see S. F. Stacher to the Commissioner of Indian
Affairs, July 11, 1932, Folder: Eastern Navajo, 1930–June 30, 1935, Eastern Navajo Box 9, BIA-CCR; and
Charles H. Berry to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Apr. 9, 1934, Folder: Cheyenne and Arapaho Agency,
1930–June 30, 1935, Cheyenne and Arapaho Box 2, BIA-CCR.

42Shapiro and Schacter, “Birth Registration Completeness United States, 1950,” 518.
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Modifications to the Dawes Act and subsequent changes in policy made this genealogical exer-
cise critical to the functioning of the Office. Under the terms of the Dawes Act, individual allot-
ments were held in trust for a period of twenty-five years, after which they became fee simple
patents that individuals could dispose of as they wished. Passed in 1906, the Burke Act mod-
ified the terms of allotment in ways that made blood quantum into a system for determining
control of property and citizenship. The Act provided that Indians who were allotted in the
future would not become citizens until their trust period ended. At the same time, the Act
made the trust period more flexible: it gave the president the power to extend the trust period
beyond twenty-five years for individuals, but also to release any Indian deemed “competent and
capable of managing his or her affairs” from trust period early. As the Act was made into policy
by the Office of Indian Affairs, blood quantum became what Rose Stremlau calls a “filing sys-
tem for human beings” to determine competency.43

During the 1910s, the commissioners of the Office intended to have as many Indians as pos-
sible declared competent, given fee simple title, and thrust out of wardship into citizenship. To
expedite the process, the Office settled on a simple formula: anyone with less than one-half
Indian “blood” would be given a patent before the trust period ended; anyone with one-half
or more Indian blood would have to undergo a competency hearing. Though the so-called
“Five Civilized Tribes” who had lands in Oklahoma were governed by separate agreements
with the U.S. government, there too the administration of Indian property was reduced to a
blood quantum formula. In 1908, Congress “removed all restrictions (including those on home-
stead and the lands of minors) from the allotments of intermarried whites, freedmen, and
mixed-blood Indians with less than half Indian blood.” Those with one-half to three-quarters
Indian blood could sell their surplus lands but not their homesteads. Finally, an order from the
Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1919 removed all restrictions from allottees with one-half
Indian blood.44

Allotment ended in 1934 with the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act, but this did not
end the federal government’s investment in using blood quantum to administer policy. The Act
not only stopped privatizing Indian land, but also prohibited the alienation of previously allot-
ted land, allowed the return of surplus lands to Indian tribes, enabled the Secretary of the
Interior to purchase land to enlarge reservations, and created a process through which tribes
could formally organize for self-governance. It also provided educational loans to tribal mem-
bers and called for preferential hiring of Native Americans in the Indian Service. At the same
time, the Act made blood quantum into the federal legal standard for defining an Indian. For
purposes of gaining access to federal resources, an Indian was a member of a recognized tribe
under federal jurisdiction, a descendant of such a person, or any person with one-half or more
Indian “blood.”45 Narrow, blood-based definitions of Indian status reduced federal obligations
to Indians by reducing the number of people to whom it owed land, annuities, or other
entitlements.46

Unfortunately for administrators at the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the standard Census-issued
certificates of birth were ill-equipped to reckon “blood.” Though the Census Bureau’s standard

43Stremlau, Sustaining the Cherokee Family, 142. See also Katherine Ellinghaus, Blood Will Tell: Native
Americans and Assimilation Policy (Lincoln, NE, 2017).

44Prucha, The Great Father, 298–309; Stremlau, Sustaining Cherokee Families, 142–4, 185–6; Paul Spruhan,
“A Legal History of Blood Quantum in Federal Indian Law to 1935,” South Dakota Law Review 51, no. 1
(2006): 1–50.

45Prucha, The Great Father, 321–4; Doug Kiel, “Bleeding Out: Histories and Legacies of ‘Indian Blood,’” in The
Great Vanishing Act: Blood Quantum and the Future of Native Nations, eds. Kathleen Ratteree and Norbert S. Hill
(Golden, CO, 2017), 80–97, here 89; Department of the Interior, Office of the Solicitor, Handbook of Federal Indian
Law, 4th printing, Felix S. Cohen (Washington, DC, 1945), 5.

46Eva Marie Garroutte, “The Racial Formation of American Indians: Negotiating Legitimate Identities within
Tribal and Federal Law,” American Indian Quarterly 25, no. 2 (Spring 2001): 224–39, here 231.
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certificate included blanks to indicate the race or nativity of a baby’s parents, they did not have
blanks to indicate tribal membership or degree of “blood.” Federal officials repeatedly reminded
superintendents and agency physicians to include this information on birth certificates. In May
1928, for example, Assistant Commissioner for Indian Affairs E. B. Meritt wrote to J. A. Buntin,
the Superintendent of the Kiowa Agency, asking him to “kindly give the birth and death reports
of your jurisdiction more careful attention.” Meritt noted that Buntin omitted information
from the birth certificates he sent to the Office, including “the tribe and degree of blood” of
both parents on the birth certificate. According to another letter on the matter, such informa-
tion was “often omitted” by superintendents.47 Indeed, the Office frequently sent back birth
certificates to the agencies requesting tribe and degree of blood.48 In response to one such letter,
the superintendent of the Carson Agency in Nevada sent back missing tribal and blood quan-
tum information, noting for example that a baby born December 19, 1927, was “3/4 Washoe
Indian,” while another born in March of that year was “full blood.”49 In order to record this
on birth certificates, agency employees had to insert fractional information into the blanks
for “race or color” on the forms (Figure 3). That agents frequently failed to notate blood or

Figure 3. A birth certificate from the Fort Hall Indian Agency. Box 16 on this certificate shows how employees of the
Office of Indian Affairs had to retrofit state forms to include blood quantum information. Source: Fort Hall Box 2,
Central Classified Files, 1907–1939, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, RG 75, National Archives and Records
Administration, Washington, DC.

47J. A. Meritt to E. B. Buntin, May 16, 1928, Folder 00-1927-29, Kiowa 034, Kiowa Box 6, Central Classified Files,
1907–1939, Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, RG 75, National Archives and Records Administration,
Washington DC [hereafter BIA-CCF-NARA]; C. F. Hauke to L. S. Bonnin, Folder [1928], Cheyenne & Arapaho
033, Cheyenne & Arapaho Box 3, BIA-CCF-NARA.

48C. J. Rhoads to Forrest Stone, Oct. 20, 1931, folder: Blackfeet, 1930–June 30, 1935, box 1, BIA-CCR;
C. J. Rhoads to J. H. Hyde, Oct. 18, 1932, folder: Crow Agency, 1930–June 30, 1935, box 4, BIA-CCR.

49Frederic Snyder to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Mar. 30, 1928, Folder 00-1928 Carson 033, Carson
Box 6, BIA-CCF-NARA.
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tribal membership is not surprising since the forms were created for general use, not for the
administration of federal policies that differentiated among Indians based on a fictional quan-
tum of blood. By contrast, when the Office designed forms for its own use, it differentiated
births in the precise fractional terms that mattered to its own record keeping and administra-
tion (Figure 4).

In spite of the directives of the Office of Indian Affairs, the repeated pleas of the BIC, and
the apparently earnest efforts of some agents, neither marriage nor birth and death registration
became uniform across Indian agencies in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.
Allotment initiated a new regime that rested on legal marriage, patriarchal households, and
the adoption of Anglo-America naming, kinship, and inheritance patterns. The BIC and the
Commissioner of Indian Affairs wanted marriage, birth, and death registration to help this sys-
tem function. To the extent that agents put some form of registration in place, it was a tech-
nology that, along with private property and schooling, sought to individuate and assimilate
Native peoples.

The reckoning of Native American blood that accompanied allotment functioned inside and
supported the system of racial segregation. As states redefined what it meant to be “Black,”
usually downwards to ever-decreasing fractions including the infamous “one-drop” rule, the
allotment procedures of the OIA differently registered those Indians who were also of
African descent. Among tribes who had held slaves—the so-called Five Civilized Tribes—
commissioners from the Office of Indian Affairs forced descendants of former slaves, no matter
their degree of Indian “blood,” to register on “freedman’s rolls” rather than the “Indian rolls”
that recorded quantum for purposes of allotment. Within a Jim Crow racial order, Black
“blood” trumped both white and Indian ancestry. Just as anyone with African American ances-
tors could never be “white” according to the state laws governing access to schools, marriage,
and other rights, so too no one with African ancestry could be fully “Indian” for the purposes
of federal allotment and enrollment policy. When it came to land alienation, “freedmen”

Figure 4. Excerpt from Physician’s Annual Report, Pyramid Lake Indian Agency, Dec. 31, 1930. Unlike the standard cer-
tificate of birth, the Office of Indian Affairs’ own forms called for the calculation of blood quantum. Source: Box 1,
Physicians’ Annual and Semiannual Reports, 1925–1930, Records of the Health Division, Records of the Bureau of
Indian Affairs, RG 75, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC.
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(no matter their actual ancestry) could sell land before those with one-half or more Indian
blood.50

Much as the creation of systems of vital registration accompanied the creation and admin-
istration of the Dawes Act in Indian country, the enforcement of racial segregation accompa-
nied the efforts of both federal agencies and civic organizations to improve birth and death
certification. In 1912, for example, the Atlanta Constitution reported that members of the
local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) were working to pass a
bill for compulsory birth registration in the state. DAR member Mrs. William Lawson
explained that knowing one’s genealogy was particularly important in the South “owing to
our large negro population.” She described traveling in Latin America and seeing “the fearful
mixture of races.” Knowing that Georgians would like to put a stop to such racial mixing, she
predicted that “the time will come when the need to prove your Anglo-Saxon descent will
become imperative.”51 Likewise, in 1917 Kentucky physician and public health reformer
W. L. Heiser urged the men and women of his state to enforce compulsory birth registration
lest “our grandchildren and great-grandchildren will be marrying persons having Negro
blood in their veins.”52 Indeed, being able to prove one’s whiteness was critical to access a
whole host of race-based rights and privileges, and vital registration would be instrumental
in the effort to maintain racial purity in the postbellum South.

Nowhere were the ideological links between vital registration and administration of the racial
state made more apparent than in Virginia. In 1912 the state reformed its floundering registra-
tion system by creating a State Board of Health. The Board included a Bureau of Vital Statistics
(BVS) and a State Registrar to enforce a new vital statistics registration law. Assistant Registrar
Walter Plecker assumed the job of enforcement; he became State Registrar in 1914 and served
in the post until 1946. During those years he used his post not only to collect and broadcast
racial statistics, but also to engage in racial purification through racial classification. Plecker
and his efforts to police interracial marriages and to deny recognition to Virginia’s indigenous
peoples are notorious. Yet the foundational role of vital documents and birth certificates in par-
ticular to his machinations is less well understood.53 In Walter Plecker’s hands, racial purity
was the product of properly recorded births.

Plecker made common cause with fellow Virginians John Powell and Ernest Cox, founders
of the Anglo-Saxon Clubs of America, to urge his state to pass the antimiscegenation Racial
Integrity Act (RIA), which it did in 1924. The Act defined “white,” “Negro,” and “Indian”
not only for purposes of marriage, but also for “school attendance and for all other purposes.”
In the original version of the RIA, Powell and Plecker included a provision that would have
required every Virginian to have a racial registration document. This provision was stripped
from the final bill, but the final act forbade marriages between whites and nonwhites except
those possessing “one-sixteenth or less of the blood of the American Indian and … no

50Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell, 140–68. See also David Chang, The Color of the Land: Race, Nation, and the
Politics of Landownership in Oklahoma, 1832–1929 (Chapel Hill, NC, 2010).

51“Registration System for State Should Be Uniform,” News of Women’s Patriotic Societies, Atlanta Constitution,
Mar. 31, 1912, 12M.

52“Social Progress,” The Crisis, Feb. 1, 1917, 191–3, here 192.
53Plecker has featured in many histories. All of them connect his work passing and enforcing the RIA to the

larger politics of white supremacy in the first half of the twentieth century. However, none connect his policing
of vital registration documents to the larger history of birth certificates (and allied documents) as identification
documents created and used by the state to administer its policies. For instance, see Pascoe, What Comes
Naturally; J. Douglas Smith, “The Campaign for Racial Purity and the Erosion of Paternalism in Virginia,
1922–1930: ‘Nominally White, Biologically Mixed, and Legally Negro,’” Journal of Southern History 68, no. 1
(Feb. 2002): 65–106; Pippa Holloway, Sexuality, Politics, and Social Control in Virginia, 1920–1945 (Chapel Hill,
NC, 2006); J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy: Race, Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow Virginia
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2002); and Elizabeth Gillespie McRae, Mothers of Massive Resistance: White Women and the
Politics of White Supremacy (New York, 2018).
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other non-Caucasic blood.” In 1930, the Act was amended to “define a colored person as one
with any ascertainable negro blood,” the so-called one-drop rule. The RIA also directed the
State Registrar to prepare “registration certificates” to record the racial history of any person
born in Virginia before 1912 who lacked a birth certificate. Writing in favor of the Act,
Plecker argued that his office constituted the “greatest force in the state today combating
this condition [racially mixed marriages],” but it would have the power to act with greater
clarity and force under the terms of the RIA.54

Plecker believed not just that the negro and white races should remain separate, but also that
in the Southeast, those who claimed to be “Indian” were really descendants of African
Americans trying to, as he put it, “pass over” into the white race. Indeed, he believed that
there existed no true Indians in Virginia at all, and that anyone who claimed the mantle was
simply trying to cover up Black blood going back generations. Plecker granted that though
some in Virginia might be descended from the state’s original inhabitants, all such were also
at least partially descended from illegitimate unions between white men and Black female
slaves, and thus had to be classified as “negro” under the terms of the RIA.55 Plecker therefore
saw his job not only to make certain that all those with “negro” blood became identified as
Black in order ensure white racial purity, but also to stamp out “Indian” as a possible racial
category in Virginia.

As soon as the RIA passed, Plecker set to work; he was “impressed with the immensity and
importance of the job which the legislature has given me to do.” Plecker’s employer, the State
Board of Health, also recognized that the Bureau of Vital Statistics’ work was “enlarged” by the
RIA.56 For Plecker, ensuring accurate registration of vital events meant investigating families’
histories—or at least some families’ histories. To that end, Plecker and his clerks scoured reg-
istration records as they came in and took great pains to map the genealogies of families they
believed were trying to pass as white or Indian when they were actually “negro.” Like the racial
regime of allotment in the federal Office of Indian Affairs, Plecker too used African ancestry to
override “white” or “Indian” blood. He identified several areas of the state where he believed
that “families of mixed blood” tried to pass themselves off as white, Native American, or a mix-
ture of the two. With the help of local clerks of court, registrars, and commissioners of revenue,
the BVS focused its attention on Amherst, Rockbridge, and Augusta counties as sites of
centuries-old racial mixing. In communications with the public, Plecker warned that perhaps
as many as 20,000 “near white people” resided in these areas, sometimes sending their children
to white schools and marrying white people. Though such families could at times get their off-
spring registered at birth as white or Indian, Plecker believed that all of them were properly
classed as “negro” because of their descent. In order to protect the integrity of the white
race, Plecker and his clerks in the BVS compiled a list of surnames from families they believed
stemmed from racial mixture and carefully checked any birth, marriage, and death records sent
to its office under these names. Plecker also distributed this list of surnames, organized by

54Paul A. Lombardo, “Miscegenation, Eugenics, and Racism: Historical Footnotes to Loving v. Virginia,” U.C.
Davis Law Review 21, no. 2 (Winter 1988): 421–52, quote from Plecker on page 430; Richard B. Sherman,
“‘The Last Stand’: The Fight for Racial Integrity in Virginia in the 1920s,” Journal of Southern History 54, no. 1
(Feb. 1988): 69–92; Virginia Department of Health, Virginia Health Bulletin 22, no. 8 (Aug. 1930): 27; Brian
William Thomson, “Racism and Racial Classification: A Case Study of the Virginia Racial Integrity Legislation”
(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Riverside, 1978), 159.

55W. A. Plecker, “Virginia’s Attempt to Adjust the Color Problem,” American Journal of Public Health 15, no. 2
(Feb. 1925): 111–5. On his ideas about “no pure” Indians, see Adams, Who Belongs; Coleman, That the Blood Stay
Pure; and Endo, “The Word “Mixed” without the “Indian” Would Be Better.”

56W. A. Plecker to John Powell, July 30, 1924, folder 11, box 41, John Powell Papers, 1888–1979 (7284, 7284-a),
Special Collections, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, VA [hereafter JPP]; Feb. 26, 1925 meeting min-
utes, Minutes Book, 1924 July–1943 June, vol. 4, Minutes and Meeting Files of the Virginia State Board of Health,
1896–2003 (34146), State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA [hereafter,
VA-Health].
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county, to all the state’s registrars, physicians, health officers, nurses, school superintendents,
and clerks of court, urging them to “report all known or suspicious cases” to him along
with “names, ages, parents, and as much other information as possible.”57

Plecker asked for “as much other information as possible” because he intended to exhaus-
tively document the racial genealogy of Virginia’s “mixed blood” families. As he explained,
since there is no blood test for race, the only proof “is by genealogical records.”58 Plecker
used a combination of records to establish family trees for the families with surnames he con-
sidered suspect. He had birth and death records covering the period 1853 to 1896 and marriage
records beginning in 1853, all of which listed the race of registered parties. Plecker was also
delighted to discover the work of the pathbreaking African American historian Carter
G. Woodson, who in 1925 published the book Free Negro Heads of Families in the United
States in 1830 under the auspices of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and
History. Plecker distributed information from Woodson’s book to clerks in Virginia counties
asking them to “look them over and tells us all of the names that now figure as Indian or
white” but who were listed by Woodson as free negroes in 1830. “We believe that this will
be of great value to us in establishing the fact that many of these people were in 1830 considered
free negroes, who are now claiming to be pure Indian and white blood.” Plecker and his clerks
also used other state and federal records that, while they were not vital registration documents,
categorized enumerated persons by race. These included tax rolls stretching back to 1785, fede-
ral census records, and rolls of eligible voters created during Reconstruction by the “army of
occupation.” This latter record Plecker considered particularly damning since it was an act
of self-identification intended to grant a privilege. “Practically of these people who are now call-
ing themselves Indians rushed in to register themselves as negroes in order to become voters,”
he explained. It was only now, when being a “negro” was tied to a prohibition rather than a
privilege, that such families wanted to be considered “Indian.”59

Plecker believed that documents could supplant informal knowledge—in this case physical
appearance or racial reputation—with a more objective and durable truth. However people
might look, whatever they might say about themselves, and however they might be regarded
by their neighbors, the documentary record would tell the truth about a person’s lineage.
But by using supporting documentation to vet racial claims on new registrations, Plecker
believed that he could preserve the effectiveness of vital documents as a tool in the administra-
tion of white supremacy. His office therefore used this genealogical method both to create
racially valid vital registration documents in the present and to use other kinds of official
records to “correct” past registration. The move was legally innovative, epistemologically radi-
cal, and socially disruptive.

The BVS’s genealogical method surfaced in its correspondence with the state’s doctors and
midwives, particularly those who practiced in the areas of the state that Plecker considered
racially suspect. In August 1924, for example, Plecker wrote to Dr. Robert Glasgow in
Lexington, Virginia, to inquire about a birth he had registered in March of the same year.
The baby’s surname (Beverly), that of the midwife who attended the birth (Hartless), and

57Virginia Health Bulletin, Mar. 1924, Box 1, Clerk’s Correspondence, Clerk’s Records, Rockbridge County
Court Records, Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA [hereafter RCCC-CC]; Bureau of Vital Statistics, State Board
of Health, Eugenics in Relation to the New Family and the Law on Racial Integrity (Richmond, VA, 1924),
Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Local Registrars, Jan. 1943, folder 7, box 9, William G. Rennolds Papers,
1906–1947 (26832), Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA [hereafter WGRP].

58W. A. Plecker to Dr. Samuel H. Nixon, June 17, 1946, folder 100, box 42, JPP.
59Virginia Health Bulletin, Mar. 1924, RCCC-CC; Meeting of State Board of Health, Oct. 6, 1936, Minutes v. 4,

1924–1943, VA-Health; Kelley to Shields, Oct. 15, 1936, Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Shields, Apr. 2, 1926,
Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to H. D. Kissenger, May 17, 1939, folder 69, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to Blanche
Cunningham, June 11, 1940, folder 78, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to Brigham, Aug. 28, 1941, Box 1, RCCC-CC;
W. A. Plecker to M. A. Taff Jr., Feb. 8, 1945, folder 86, box 42, JPP.
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the place of birth (Amherst County) all suggested to Plecker that the baby might be improperly
classed as white. Plecker explained to Glasgow that the baby’s surname “is that of a numerous
family of mixed races living in that County,” and he went on to explain that the family “are
probably a mixture of three Cherokee Indians of North Carolina passing back home from a
visit to Washington” who remained in Virginia “and mated with white women, their children
afterwards mating with negroes” in a pattern that continued over generations. The midwife’s
surname was also “one which appears frequently among these people,” adding further suspi-
cion to the case. Plecker pleaded with Glasgow to “take the proper steps to see that these people
are not classed as white unless they are known absolutely to be such.”60 Plecker sent similarly
threatening letters to midwives.61

The sand in the gears of the RIA’s proper functioning remained, in Plecker’s mind at least,
those cases in which a family or some of its members had previously been registered as white or
Indian. The BVS wanted to stop such families from registering new children as white, and it did
not want to issue “white” birth, death, or marriage certificates to families it believed had been
registered as “white” under old rules, but who would be “colored” under the RIA. When birth
certificates had been filed many years prior under a different set of rules for racial classification,
Plecker’s office could not refuse to issue those it believed incorrectly identified persons as
“white” or “Indian” when they were actually mixed with “negro” blood. In those cases, the
BVS issued the certificate but appended a letter of “warning” to those “believed to be incor-
rectly recorded as to color or race” (Figure 5). This letter at length cited from histories of
Virginia alleging to show that there were no pure-blood Indians in the state going back as
far as the 1840s; all were mixed with negro blood. Therefore, the bearer of the certificate to
which the letter was appended, though he or she may be listed as “Indian, Mixed Indian,
Mixed, Melungeon, Issue, Free Issue,” should be regarded as “negro or colored.” Lest there
be any confusion, the letter ended by stating that the information contained therein “is
intended to apply to the individual whose birth is reported on the [attached] certificate.”62

Plecker usually also gave detailed genealogical information on the back of the certificate, citing
“old records” that showed that the bearer’s ancestors had been registered as colored in previous
state documents (Figure 6). Beyond publicly declaring that the BVS did not consider the bearer
of the birth certificate to be either white or Indian, Plecker also made certain that his office’s
genealogical evidence was bound into its own permanent volumes of birth records. This prac-
tice ensured that in the future, whenever a clerk searched for a birth record that Plecker believed
deserved reclassification, she would find the genealogical evidence that prior generations of
BVS clerks had assembled.63

The consequences of using vital documents to adjudicate racial identification were profound.
In Virginia, two of the most important institutions that birth certificates in particular helped
segregate were education and marriage. But the power of birth registration went far beyond
the simple ability to administer segregation. Because Plecker had the authority not just to

60W. A. Plecker to Glasgow, Aug. 14, 1924, Box 1, RCCC-CC. For similar letters to doctors, see W. A. Plecker to
Davidson, Feb. 10, 1925, Box 1, RCCC-CC; and W. A. Plecker to Jeffress, Feb. 10, 1925, Box 1, RCCC-CC.

61W. A. Plecker to Hartless, Aug. 15, 1924, Box 1, RCCC-CC. For similar letters to midwives, see W. A. Plecker
to Sorrells, Aug. 15, 1924, Box 1, RCCC-CC; and W. A. Plecker to Wood, Nov. 23, 1925, Box 1, RCCC-CC.

62“Warning.—To be attached to the backs of birth or death certificates of those believed to be incorrectly
recorded as to color or race,” undated, Folder 1, James R. Coates, Records Concerning the Ancestry of Indians
in Virginia, 1833–1947 (31577), Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA. Plecker describes this practice in Virginia
Department of Health, Annual Report of the State Department of Health and the State Health Commissioner to
the Governor of Virginia For the Year Ending June 30, 1930 (Richmond, VA, 1931), 119. This is also described
by U.S. Census Bureau agents in Stockard to Dunn, memorandum, Mar. 17, 1944, Records Concerning Trips,
Papers Read, and Meetings Attended, 1934–1949, Administrative Records of the Census Bureau, RG 29,
National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC.

63Annual Report of the State Department of Health and the State Health Commissioner to the Governor of
Virginia for the Year Ending June 30, 1930, 119.
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Figure 5. This was all-purpose statement that the Virginia BVS attached to the back of birth certificates it believed con-
tained an incorrect racial designation. James R. Coates, Records Concerning the Ancestry of Indians in Virginia,
1833-1947, (31577), Library of Virginia, Richmond, VA. In other cases, the BVS adduced specific evidence of the bearer’s
descent from a non-white person (see Figure 6).
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provide information to institutions about what existing birth registration documents said, but
also to alter documents in accordance with his office’s genealogical research, the BVS possessed
the ability to redefine the racial landscape of Virginia by denying access to the racial category of
“Indian.”

Documentary control of education worked in several ways. First, the Virginia State
Superintendent of Public Instruction recommended to all school districts that they ask pupils
to provide proof of birth registration in order to enroll in school.64 As more towns, cities, and

Figure 6. The transcript of the statement that the Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics appended to the back of Edward
Willis’s birth certificate. In this and other cases, Plecker detailed the reasons the bearer of the certificate could
not be regarded as white or Indian, the initial racial registration notwithstanding. Box 42, John Powell Papers,
1888–1979 (7284, 7284-a), Special Collections, University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, VA.

64Harris Hart to the Division Superintendent, Sep. 30, 1919, folder 9, box 2, WGRP.
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counties complied, the racial identification on the certificates functioned as a gate that funneled
children into either white or colored schools. Plecker also sought to ensure that no children
“incorrectly” registered as white or Indian were permitted to attend white schools, and he
used genealogy to scrub the record, and the schools, clean. Just as Plecker used his list of sur-
names in certain counties to warn local clerks, registrars, and birth attendants not to falsely
register these families as white, so too he warned school authorities not to allow children
from such families to attend white schools.65 In one such case, Plecker wrote to a superinten-
dent in Lexington warning him that the Tyree children, who had been allowed to attend the
white school, were actually part of a “large group of mixed breeds of negro extraction.”
Plecker also wrote directly to Mrs. Tyree to tell her that she could neither receive birth certif-
icates for her children marking them as white nor could she enroll them in white schools.66

Finally, the BVS responded to requests for information from local school authorities and
used its documents as evidence in contested cases. Plecker encouraged schools to bring ques-
tionable cases to his attention, at which point his genealogical machinery would produce the
evidence required. “We have usually been able,” Plecker reported, “to furnish district superin-
tendents the facts sought by them” and thus to prevent “near-white families of negro descent”
from entering white schools. This assistance even extended to school officials in neighboring
states where Virginians and their children had moved.67

BVS’s vigilance paid off as families who sought to enroll children in “white” schools were
denied entrance. This not only involved the sorting of new enrollees into the “right” schools,
but also reshuffling the racial deck according to the racial definitions of the RIA and the gene-
alogical information provided by the BVS. Indeed, as soon as the law took effect, some children
who had been attending white schools “for several years” were suspended “pending an inves-
tigation as to whether they were white or colored.”68 In 1925, Plecker responded to a letter from
Kate Robinson “begging that your children be allowed to go to the white schools.” He explained
that because of what he believed was her racial heritage, it was not possible.69 In Richmond, the
white schools kicked out several families who identified as Chickahominy Indians and whose
children had been allowed to attend.70 In 1930, Mascott Hamilton wrote to Plecker, infuriated
that the BVS had marked his family as colored and that his children now attended a segregated
colored school. “I am glad,” Plecker replied and refused to reclassify the family. In some fam-
ilies, one branch might be recognized as white and the other classed as colored. Such was the
case with the Ogdens of Amherst County. While Warren Ogden’s children were suspended
from the white schools, their cousins in Richmond and Lynchburg continued to attend segre-
gated schools as whites.71

Plecker regarded school segregation not only as an end in itself, but also as instrumental to
another of the state’s top priorities: the enforcement of miscegenation law. As he explained in a
letter to an attorney, the problem was not simply that colored and white children might sit side
by side in the classroom. Rather, if children with any negro blood were “permitted to attend

65W. A. Plecker to W. H. Clark, July 29, 1924, folder 10, box 41, JPP.
66W. A. Plecker to Irby, Oct. 6, 1930, Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Tyree, Oct. 6, 1930, Box 1, RCCC-CC.
67Virginia Department of Health, Report of the State Board of Health and the State Health Commissioner to the

Governor of Virginia for the Year Ending June 30, 1926 (Richmond, 1926), 304; W. A. Plecker to F. B. Gwynn,
Sep. 10, 1940, folder 96, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to J. P. Beatty, Apr. 10, 1945, folder 91, box 42, JPP. See
also Virginia Health Bulletin, Mar. 1924, Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Shields, May 1, 1925, Box 1,
RCCC-CC; Transcript of an Interview Between William Archer Thaddeus Jones and Hon. Albert O. Boschen,
Jan. 31, 1925, folder 28, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to County School Board of August County, Feb. 4, 1943, folder 5,
box 42, JPP.

68W. A. Plecker to Ivan E. McDougle, Feb. 12, 1924, folder 3, box 41, JPP.
69W. A. Plecker to Robinson, Dec. 11, 1926, folder 8, box 4, WGRP.
70W. A. Plecker to Elizabeth Tyler, Apr. 16, 1936, folder 60, box 41, JPP.
71W. A. Plecker to Hamilton, Oct. 10, 1930, Box 1, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Lizzie Ware, Oct. 2, 1935,

folder 59, box 41, JPP.
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white schools they naturally form white attachments, with the result of afterwards intermarry-
ing into the white race, thus establishing a line of mixed breeds to give trouble to every one.”72

Given the slippery slope from shared schooling to racial amalgamation, birth certificates helped
to create friction on the slope. Accurate birth registration ensured the prevention of intermar-
riage in the future. When Plecker reminded birth attendants and local registrars about their
duty to properly record race on new registrations, he told them that if they had any doubt
about the race of either of the parents, hence of the child, they should consult the local
clerk of court because he was responsible for issuing marriage licenses in the future and
thus would be materially interested in settling any racial ambiguity. In his annual report for
1926, Plecker also averred that he aimed to prevent miscegenation by “securing proper and
exact registration which he can prove in courts when called upon so to do.”73

In addition to providing a form of preventative gatekeeping, birth records had a second
important function because they could be used to prove that one of the applicants for a mar-
riage license was nonwhite while the other was white. In Connor v. Shields, this is how Plecker
argued that Dororthy Johns had negro blood in her veins. Plecker used similar tactics to contest
the marriage of Benjamin Beverly to Dollie Garrett, and of Cecil Spitler to Ella Anna Clark, all
of whom declared themselves as white on their applications for marriage licenses.74 In such
cases, the BVS could adduce either the birth certificate of one of the applicants or use the gene-
alogical method and provide evidence that an ancestor of an applicant was considered non-
white in a past act of registration.

Finally, when parents registered the birth of a child, this could trigger the BVS to inquire
about the legality of their marriage. This might be because, as in the case of Lawrence
Sperka and Ida Hartless, one of the parents had a surname that the BVS considered suspect.
In October 1930, Plecker penned a letter to Mr. Sperka about the birth certificate he had
recently filed on behalf of his newborn. Plecker explained that the baby’s mother might be
from a “mixed blood” group of Hartlesses who congregated around Buena Vista and Irish
Creek. His letter included a questionnaire for the couple to fill out that would establish her
genealogy. “In order to establish the legality of your marriage,” Plecker wrote, “will you please
advise as to which family your wife belongs.” He warned Sperka that “If [she belongs] to the
family of mixed breeds, your marriage is not legal.”75 Because of the BVS’s use of birth certif-
icates to trigger investigations into marriage, parents who obeyed the law’s requirement to reg-
ister their children’s births might find their marriage declared illegal and their children
officially marked not only as colored, but also as illegitimate.76

Though Plecker regarded the prevention of interracial marriage and schooling as the heart of
his efforts to preserve racial purity, he used birth records to help segregate other civil and state
institutions: cemeteries, hospitals, and public welfare agencies. Many such institutions, while
they might avow a policy of segregation, did not always use the same kind of formal identification
requirements as schools and marriage-licensing county clerks.77 In addition to preventing the
kind of racial mixing and familiarity that might, like common schooling, lead to “attachments,”
preventing “mixed negro” families from entering white cemeteries and hospitals ensured that

72W. A. Plecker to R. I. Overbey, July 11, 1940, folder 81, box 41, JPP.
73Virginia Health Bulletin 15 (Mar. 1924): 78; Virginia Department of Health, Report of the State Board of

Health, 1926, 33.
74W. A. Plecker to Beverly, Feb. 25, 1931, RCCC-CC; W. A. Plecker to Henever, May 1, 1935, Box 1, RCCC-CC.
75W. A. Plecker to Sperka, Oct. 15, 1930, Box 1, RCCC-CC.
76Plecker generally aided and encouraged the prosecution or annulment of all illegal interracial marriages. See

W. A. Plecker to J. P. Beatty, Apr. 10, 1945, folder 91, box 42, JPP.
77W. A. Plecker to Charlotte Edmunds, Sep. 3, 1942, folder 109, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to Beale, Sep. 11,

1942, folder 110, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to A. L. Herring, Oct. 27, 1944, folder 82, box 42, JPP;
W. A. Plecker to Superintendent, Riverview Cemetery, Aug. 1, 1940, folder 88, box 41, JPP; W. A. Plecker to
W. G. Muncy, Aug. 3, 1940, folder 89, box 41, JPP.
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such families would not be able to establish a local racial reputation as white in defiance of the
documentary record. Plecker worried that this sort of passing was how the contemporary docu-
mentary record could be made to lie even when the old records told a different story.

Besides denying Black and Native Virginians the ability to marry, attend schools, and enter
other institutions of their choosing, Plecker’s use of birth registration to police racial lines
imposed a Black/white binary on a complex history of intermarriage and kinship between
descendants of Africans, Native Americans, and whites from the colonial era forward. The
end result was the erasure of many of Virginia’s Native inhabitants who had to fight against
the documentary record in order to receive state and federal tribal recognition. That fight
began as soon as did Plecker’s efforts to enforce the RIA, when leaders of the Mattaponi
and Pamunkey publicly rebuked their classification as “negroid” by the BVS.78 Over the next
several decades, Native Virginians collected evidence both of their racial reputation as
“Indian” and the documents that had registered their children as such before the RIA.79

And, in a campaign that stretched into the twenty-first century, they also amassed evidence

Figure 7. The U.S. Standard Certificate of Live Birth. Note that the “race” of the child’s mother and father have been
moved to the section that includes only “confidential information for medical and health use only.” Source: Robert
D. Grover, The 1968 Revision of the Standard Certificates (Washington, DC, 1968).

78“Mattaponi Indian Chief Says Tribe Not Negroid,” Richmond Times Dispatch, July 14, 1925, 3. See also Adams,
Who Belongs?

79For one such effort, see James P. Coates Papers, 1833–1947, Accession 31577, The Library of Viriginia,
Richmond, Virginia.
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of Plecker’s efforts to remove them from the documentary record in order to convince the state
of Virginia and the federal government to recognize the Pamunkey, Chickahominy, Easter
Chickahominy, Upper Mattaponi, Rappahannock, Nansemond, and Monacan as sovereign
nations.80

While historians already know the stories of both Jim Crow segregation and the allotment of
Native American lands, the role of state-issued vital registration documents in administering
these policies remains under-analyzed. Birth certificates were not simply instruments ready
at hand to assist policy makers in achieving their goals. Indeed, at the time that law makers
sought to destroy tribal properties and enforce segregation, most states in the union did not
have functioning systems of birth registration. These projects operated alongside federal and
state campaigns to achieve full birth registration, and they shared the same epistemological
and ideological impulse. Documentation was not only a means to an end but also an end in
itself. For the proponents of vital registration, a state’s ability to register and know its popula-
tion meant the mark of civilization, a step on the path from darkness to light, ignorance to
knowingness. As Maryland’s State Registrar put the matter in 1908, “In civilized countries
the birth certificate is the basis for school attendance, voting, marriage, acquisition of property,
and practically all factors concerned in civil rights, liabilities and privileges.”81 In state admin-
istration, vital registration marked the triumph of order and rationality over the personalism
that marked earlier methods of knowing people and distributing goods. Like the project of
vital registration, both allotment and segregation shared an ideological commitment to order
and an epistemological commitment to the superiority of state-produced knowledge over
that of local, testimonial understandings of identity. In the end, the state not only made the
policies that distributed rights and privileges unevenly, but it also decided who belonged in
the categories to which such goods could be given.

Documentary forms of knowledge have never been total or complete in the United States but
have always existed alongside other ways of fixing who people are. Nevertheless, the power of
documents was clear to the men and women who lined up to be registered by the Dawes
Commission, it was clear to those who refused to do so, and it was clear to those who protested
Walter Plecker’s designation of their race as “colored.” Eventually the documents themselves,
and not just the policies they helped administer, became the targets of protest. African
Americans from the middle of the twentieth century forward made it abundantly clear that,
no matter what state they were born or resided in, they understood the role that birth certifi-
cates played not only in administering discriminatory policies, but also in enabling discrimina-
tion even under racially neutral policies. This is why, during World War II and the March on
Washington Movement, state-level Fair Employment Commissions began to forbid employers
from requiring that job seekers submit a birth certificate along with their application.
Employers used the inability to produce a birth certificate (much more likely for any nonwhite
American) or the certificate’s racial revelations to screen applications.82 And this is why in the

80Coleman, That the Blood Stays Pure.
81Marshall Langton Price, “Vital Statistics,” American Journal of Public Hygiene 18, no. 2 (May 1908): 242–8,

here 247.
82“Twelve States Launch FEPC Bill Drives,” Pittsburgh Courier, Dec. 28, 1946, 16; State Commission Against

Discrimination, Inside Facts: The New York State Law Against Discrimination, pamphlet, revised Dec. 1, 1946,
folder: 001432-018-0635, Subject Files on Labor Conditions and Employment Discrimination, 1940–1955,
Papers of the NAACP, Part 13, ProQuest History Vault (accessed Sep. 24, 2018); Kansas Commission on Civil
Rights, Questioning Applicants for Employment: A Guide for Application Forms and Interviews under the Kansas
Act Against Discrimination, pamphlet, circa 1963, folder 252252-014-1233, Subject Files, 1960-1967,
Community Relations Department, Congress of Racial Equality Papers, Addendum, 1944–1968, ProQuest
History Vault (accessed Sep. 24, 2018); Michael E. Phenner, “Legislation and Administration: Labor Law—
Discrimination—State Fair Employment Practice Acts and Multi-State Employers,” Notre Dame Lawyer 36, no.
2 (Mar. 1961): 189–201, here 193–4.
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1950s, some Black doctors acted as conscientious objectors to racial classification by refusing to
fill out the “race” box on the birth certificates they signed.83 They were supported in their
actions by the association for Black physicians, the National Medical Association.84 And this
is why, beginning in 1952, the NAACP’s National Medical Committee also began to urge
the removal of racial classification on birth certificates; local branches also put pressure on
municipal health departments to drop racial identification from their certificates.85

In 1968, the U.S. government began to issue a Standard Certificate of Birth without a box for
race on the face of the certificate. Racial classifications were still made, but the information was
moved to a confidential “health and medical” section of the certificate that was detached from
identification (Figure 7). States were not required to adopt the Standard Certificate, and for
many decades, some states refused to do so. The end of racial classification through birth reg-
istration obviously did not usher in a color-blind world. Vital documents made race not only
on paper, but also in the material world, to lasting effect.
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83“Answers Race Query with One Word—Human,” Chicago Defender, July 19, 1950, 1; “Refusal of Race
Identification on Birth Certificate,” Journal of the National Medical Association 44, no. 2 (Mar. 1952): 150;
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84“Exit the Race Statistic,” Journal of the National Medical Association 42, no. 5 (Sep. 1950): 326.
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