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Although they represent a principal source of data for demographers,
population censuses have not usually been undertaken for the benefit of
population analysts. In ancient times, population enumerations were
usually linked to the collection of taxes or to military conscription. Al
though in modern censuses such motivations are not entirely absent,
other important considerations have emerged, such as equitable appor
tionment of representation in legislative bodies, the compilation of vo
ting lists, and the necessity of having an accurate basis for the distribu
tion of governmental funds, programs, and social intervention efforts.
Nevertheless, one basic fact has never changed: population censuses are
undertaken by political entities with politico-administrative goals.

For the demographer, therefore, an awareness of the political con
text of any census is crucial to an understanding of why the census was
taken, why it contains certain items and excludes others, the reasons for
the approach and methodology utilized, and the rationale for the form
used in presenting the results (or, in some cases, the unavailability of
some results).1 But the implications of an analysis of the political context
of enumerations goes beyond the specific questions posed by demogra
phers, for in any census one can find reflected the political system within
which it was conducted. In discovering the why and how of a census, we
gain insight into the political conditions and government that produced
it. For that reason, this essay will use the term "political context," which
may be regarded as broader than the phrase "politics of census taking."
The latter phrase may imply simply the political uses of census results,
decision making regarding the timing and content of the census, and
other purposeful actions taken by the actors within the political system.
The scope of the analysis presented here includes "the politics of census-
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taking," thus defined, but it seeks to be broader and to consider how
censuses reflect such conditions as style of governance, the national and
international power constraints, and the type of political system within
which the enumeration took place.

One approach to such a study would be cross-sectional, compar
ing various censuses taken roughly at the same time in different soci
eties. In such an approach, however, many of the differences, especially
in terms of questionnaire content, may well be the product of cultural
variations. Another approach, the one used here, is to take a longitudi
nal view, to select one country with a varied political history and examine
how its censuses have reflected the changing political conditions.

Cuba was selected for three reasons: first, its rich array of modern
censuses, with eight enumerations conducted between 1899 and 1981;
second, the author's familiarity with its demographic, social, and politi
cal history; and third, its varied political statuses within that period,
which have ranged from a foreign-administered territory to a rapidly
modernizing periphery nation with a high degree of dependence upon
and integration into the world capitalist system to a socialist state. Its
checkered political development in this century, especially its turn to
ward socialism, is the principal reason for the great interest in Cuba
shown by scholars and journalists. What is proposed here is to examine
Cuba's population censuses in relation to the changing political scene
since 1899 and to demonstrate how enumerations can be fully under
stood only in their political context. Each Cuban census, from 1899 to the
latest in 1981, is included here. In approaching each census, the follow
ing dimensions were explored: the purposes of the enumeration, its
timing, its content (questionnaire items), the methodology employed,
and the release and presentation of the results.

The Censuses of Imperialism: 1899 and 1907

On New Year's Day of 1899, control of the island of Cuba was shifted
from Spain to the United States as a result of the treaty signed in Paris
two months earlier that ended the Spanish-Cuban-American War. The
island remained under direct U.S. rule until 20 May 1902, when the
island's administration was transferred to a newly elected Cuban govern
ment. In 1906 the United States once again assumed direct control of
Cuba until 1909, when for a second time, the administration of the island
was turned over to a Cuban government.

The two U.S. occupations of Cuba each resulted in a census, one
in 1899 and the other in 1907. Both enumerations represent excellent
examples of colonial censuses that were planned and executed entirely
under the direction of the imperial power. The 1899 census is perhaps the
more important of the two. Its origins and characteristics--especially the
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extraordinary final published report-cannot be understood without
recognizing the political position of the U.S. government with respect to
Cuba in 1899.

As David Healy demonstrates, the United States acquired Cuba
without having formulated a definite policy on the island's eventual
political destiny.2 Ostensibly, however, one underlying assumption
guided U.S. policies in Cuba in 1899: Spanish rule and the Spanish
Cuban-American War had left Cuba in a dismal state in every respect,
and it was up to the United States to "rescue" the island. In fact, the role
of rescuer of the poor and downtrodden Cuban people had been ad
vanced in the United States a few years earlier as one of the professed
reasons for declaring war on Spain.

The Cuban people were perceived as being poor not only in terms
of their economy and levels of living, but also in political terms. One of
the professed justifications for direct U.S. rule in Cuba was that the
Cubans, after centuries of autocratic Spanish rule, were ill-equipped for
self-government and that the United States had the duty during the
occupation to teach them to be responsible citizens. Only when a suffi
cient level of political development was reached could the Cubans be
allowed to govern themselves.

It was in this context that the 1899 census was conceived by U.S.
authorities. Witness the words used by President McKinley in a procla
mation "to the people of Cuba" issued in August of 1899 calling for the
taking of the census: "The disorganized condition of your island result
ing from the war and the absence of any generally recognized authority
aside from the temporary military control of the United States have made
it necessary that the United States should follow the restoration of order
and peaceful industry by giving its assistance and supervision to the
successive steps by which you will proceed to the establishment of an
effective system of self-government. As a preliminary step in the perfor
mance of this duty, I have directed that a census of the people of Cuba be
taken....,,3

This essay will focus on two major dimensions of the 1899 census
that reflect its colonial context: its broad scope, both in terms of question
naire content and the presentation of the results; and the paternalism
evident in the censal procedures.

In 1899 a census was taken by the United States in both Cuba and
Puerto Rico. Washington wanted a fairly comprehensive picture of what
it had obtained from Spain. Consequently, the 1899 census was not sim
ply a population census, but a kind of socioeconomic inventory. From the
outset, the enumeration was directed to cover "population, agricultural
products, and educational conditions.,,4 Accordingly, the questionnaire
covered a wide variety of topics: the traditional population items (age,
sex, race, nativity, marital status, educational attainment, occupation),
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housing conditions, and agriculture (a special schedule was used in rural
areas that included items on farm size, tenure, and products). In addi
tion, enumerators distributed a special census form to all schools in their
respective districts seeking information on programs, facilities, staff, and
enrollment.

Needless to say, the report that emerged from this enumeration
was broad-ranging, and it remains one of the most significant documents
of the period. 5 Beside presenting fairly detailed tabulations of the results,
it contains good narratives highlighting the most significant findings.
The census officials also included in the report fairly long sections-most
of them cited verbatim from other sources-on the island's history, geog
raphy, natural resources, and the development of its agriculture and
educational institutions. In short, it was a report intended to serve as an
all-purpose guide to the new acquisition for the use of policymakers in
Washington.

The claim that the United States had occupied Cuba for the pur
pose of rescuing it and educating its population in self-government is
evident in the paternalism characterizing the process of conducting the
census. This attitude is made explicit in the report's letter of transmittal
to the Secretary of War by J. ~ Sanger, Inspector General and Director of
the Census:

It was proposed ... that the census be taken under the supervision of the Mili
tary Governor of the island by certain Cuban officials, assisted by officers and
enlisted men of the United States Army, but as the census was primarily for the
benefit of the Cubans, and as the work would demonstrate in some measure
their capacity to perform an important civil duty, it was decided by the Secretary
of War that the offices of supervisors and enumerators should be filled by Cubans
and that the field work should be performed by them, under the supervision of
an experienced officer of the United States Census....6

Because the census purportedly was taken "for the benefit of the Cu
bans" and was also to serve as a proving ground for their "civic matu
rity," Cubans were encouraged to volunteer their services without pay,
and apparently a sizeable number did work as volunteers without any
compensation. 7 The census was entirely directed and managed, how
ever, by the U.S. staff, although credit was condescendingly given in the
report to the "faithful and intelligent Cubans" who discharged "civil
duties never before entrusted to them."g

The enumeration process was the responsibility of Victor M. Olm
stead, an official of the U.S. Bureau of the Census, who remained in
Cuba throughout the four months required to plan and execute the
fieldwork. The Cuban supervisors were primarily in charge of managing
the enumerators and the regional field offices. All six Cuban supervisors
were transferred to Washington with the completed census schedules
"to explain any ambiguities or defects which might be discovered in the
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schedules, ... to supervise the punching of the cards ... and to learn
the entire method of handling the statistics.,,9 After three months they
returned to Cuba, so that most of the tabulation process as well as the
preparation of the report were completed subsequently by a team of U.S.
technicians and analysts that included the well-known demographer
Walter F. Willcox. The Hollerith method was used, a tabulation proce
dure (with its own machinery) that first had been utilized only a few
years earlier in processing the results of the 1890 census of the U.S.
population. 10

It can therefore be said that both in its scope and in the paternalis
tic style apparent in its procedures, the 1899 census reflected Cuba's
political status as a foreign-administered territory at the tum of the cen
tury. Furthermore, in portraying the census as an essential step in "re
building" efforts and as a proving ground for the Cubans' "political
maturity," the interventionists turned the census itself into a symbolic
political event. This fact was not lost on those Cubans who opposed the
U.S. presence in the island; reports stated that in some towns enumera
tors were received with resistance and even protest demonstrations. 11

The 1907 census, which was taken during the second U.S. occupa
tion, also reflected accurately the imperial relationship that existed be
tween the United States and Cuba. Like its predecessor, the 1907 enu
meration was initiated and directed by the interventionist government.
In fact, the cast of players was virtually the same for both censuses.
Olmstead, who as Assistant Director of the Census directed the field
work in 1899, performed the same function in 1907, but under the title of
Director, with responsibility for the entire effort. He named to his staff
persons with experience in the 1899 census. As before, the Americans
planned and directed the fieldwork, which was carried out by Cuban
supervisors, with the results subsequently tabulated and a report pre
pared in Washington.

Yet despite being another censo americana, the 1907 census differed
in many respects from its 1899 predecessor. Although only eight years
separate the two enumerations taken by interventionist administrations,
the political situation changed significantly during the intercensal pe
riod. In contrast to the situation in 1899, the United States by 1907 had
settled on a formula for its relationship with Cuba, a formula that Jorge
Dominguez calls "indirect government of a conditionally sovereign
state,"12 which was basically an attenuated protectorate in the form of an
attenuated republic. The Platt Amendment had been forced on the Cu
bans in 1902 as a precondition for an end to U.S. occupation and was
included in the new Cuban constitution. It stipulated that the United
States reserved the right to intervene in Cuba "for the preservation of
Cuban independence, the maintenance of a government adequate for
the protection of life, property, and individual liberty....,,13
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As a result of the open hostilities between the two major Cuban
political parties, President Roosevelt exercised that option in 1906. A
civilian interventionist administration was named, with Charles Magoon
at its head. Having already settled on the formula of indirect governance
through "acceptable" Cuban governments, the goal of the United States
in the second occupation was to "restore order" and hold elections so as
to turn direct control of the island over to an elected Cuban government.
It was never perceived as a permanent occupation, nor did it have the
pretensions of "rebuilding" Cuba that had characterized the earlier
intervention. 14

Without an appreciation of this political situation, the taking of a
census in Cuba in 1907 and its salient characteristics are incomprehensi
ble. The 1907 census's most important feature was its raison d'etre as part
of an electoral reform process, thereby linking for the first time popula
tion counts and elections, an unfortunate legacy that plagued all four
subsequent Cuban censuses.

Magoon entrusted a member of his interventionist government,
Colonel Enoch Crowder, with what may have been the most important
task of his administration-drafting and instituting a law that would
establish a presumably corruption-proof electoral system. According to
Hugh Thomas, Crowder took his model from the Australian system and
established permanent electoral boards in each locality as well as a na
tional board. 15 The boards' principal responsibility was to keep a roll of
all those persons eligible to vote, who were defined as Cuban males
twenty-one years of age or older. These lists of eligible voters would be
derived from a census, which meant that before elections could be held
and the U.S. occupation terminated, a census had to be taken. It also
meant that in permanently establishing such a system for Cuba, the
Americans were making electoral considerations an inherent part of sub
sequent population censuses.

Electoral considerations had a definite influence on the content
and methodology of the 1907 census. The census schedule contained
special items exclusively for males twenty-one and older regarding the
duration of their residence in the province, municipality, and locality of
enumeration. Those questions relating to voting eligibility were added to
the 1899 questionnaire, and other items were dropped, most notably
those dealing with the condition of dwellings. Because the political cli
mate did not call for a socioeconomic inventory (which had been done
only eight years earlier), the 1907 enumeration did not gather data on
agriculture and educational institutions.

Because the census was to serve as the source of the electoral rolls,
the recording of names on the schedule was of no small importance. In
fact, good handwriting was the foremost criterion used in recruiting
enumerators. 16 The primacy of electoral considerations also caused de-
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lays in the tabulation and analysis of the population data. Immediately
after the census was taken, Olmstead assembled a staff in La Habana to
prepare various copies of the lists of eligible voters. Each municipality
received its electoral roll, already arranged in alphabetical order. Only
after that long and tedious task was completed were the demographic
data tabulated and analyzed.

Unlike the 1899 enumeration, the 1907 census was not sur
rounded by lofty pretenses such as "rebuilding" or "rescuing" the coun
try or serving as a testing ground for political maturity. Its goal was
pragmatic and specific: to facilitate an electoral process that would lead
to U.S. withdrawal through the election and establishment of an "accept
able" Cuban government. By 1907, the Platt Amendment and other out
comes of the first U.S. occupation had probably soured the enthusiasm
that some sectors of the Cuban population may have felt in 1899 for the
role of the United States in shaping Cuba's political destiny. Conse
quently, in this second census there was little possibility of relying on
unpaid enumerators who were fulfilling their civic duty by participating
in the census. Magoon earmarked funds for compensating the enumera
tors at the rate of five dollars per day.t7

Electoral Fraud and Neocolonialism: The 1919 Census

None of the censuses considered here can surpass the 1919 emumeration
in the explicitness of its political origins and purposes. It was also a
census that perfectly mirrored the neocolonial relationship between the
United States and Cuba during the period that followed the (J.S. occupa
tions of the island. The intrigues, conflicts, and rebellions that had char
acterized Cuban elections since the termination of the first U.S. occupa
tion in 1902 reached an especially critical point with the elections of 1916,
which returned to office Mario Garcia Menocal, who had been president
since 1913. Historians agree that the incumbent was facing a defeat and
therefore altered the results. I8 The opposition took to arms, no doubt
playing interventionist politics by seeking a repetition of the events of
1906 when the United States occupied the island and nullified the out
come of the elections. 19 This time, however, the United States was facing
a war in Europe, and despite the apparent fraud involved in the election,
President Wilson backed Garcia Menocal, who was regarded in Washing
ton as more "reliable" that the candidates of the opposition. The rebel
lion was crushed with U.S. help, and Garcia Menocal served out his
second term, until 1921.

During Garcia Menocal's administration, U.S. indirect governance
of Cuba became pervasive. Cuba's stability and allegiance during World
War I were essential if the United States was to assure itself of an uninter
rupted supply of sugar for its armies in Europe. In what Louis Perez has
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called the "sugar intervention," a contingent of marines was sent to
eastern Cuba to safeguard sugar estates and transportation facilities. 20

By 1919 there were growing concerns in Washington about Garcia
Menocal's succession, and once again faith was placed in the establish
ment of an effective electoral system as the answer to the island's political
problems. In a stroke of deja vu, Enoch Crowder was sent to Cuba in
1919 to undertake the same task of electoral reform that he had fulfilled
more than a decade earlier. Because of Garcia Menocal's dependence on
U.S. support, Crowder became virtually the ruler of Cuba in what turned
into a caricature of neocolonial control. He fashioned an electoral law
that, in at least one respect, continued the tradition of the 1907 reform:
electoral rolls would be derived from a census. This outcome meant that
another census had to be taken, and quickly, in time for the elections of
1920.

Just as the 1899 and 1907 censuses were clear products of direct
colonial administration of the island, the 1919 census reflected the indi
rect neocolonial style. The Director of the Census, Angel C. Betancourt,
was a Cuban. Betancourt had no previous censal experience and was not
the real planner and decision maker in the census. That role was carried
out by Major Harold E. Stephenson, U.S. Army, who was summoned to
Cuba by Crowder as technical consultant to the census. Stephenson
arrived in Cuba, opened an office, and started planning the census a full
month before Betancourt was even named director. 21 Betancourt frankly
admitted in his report that he would readily approve the instructions
given by the technical coordinator. 22 The situation mirrored at a lower
level the Crowder-Garcia Menocal relationship.

Unlike the situation in 1899 and 1907, the results in 1919 were
manually tabulated and the report was printed in Cuba, not in the
United States. According to Stephenson, however, the only reason for
this change was that the time constraints did not allow the shipment of
schedules to Washington. 23 Although printed in Cuba, an English edi
tion of the report was published, thereby continuing into the neocolonial
era the practice followed during the two previous colonial enumerations.

The 1919 census shared with the 1907 enumeration the primacy of
electoral considerations. 24 The population items in the schedule were
reduced to the bare minimum, with relatively simple questions on age,
sex, race, literacy and educational attainment, duration of residence,
martial status, occupation, industry, citizenship, and nativity. There
were no housing items. The tabulations and demographic analyses had
to await the completion of the electoral rosters; consequently, the final
report did not actually appear until 1922.

Far from fulfilling its purpose of contributing to a smooth electoral
process, the 1919 census created its own political controversy. The Liber
als, the opposition party, claimed that Stephenson had not conducted
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the census with the necessary impartiality. Perez notes evidence that
Stephenson fully cooperated with the incumbent Conservative party. All
persons appointed to key census positions, for example, were members
of that party. Furthermore, only a year after the completion of the census,
Stephenson retired from the army and organized a multi-million dollar
sugar corporation in Cuba. 25

The First "Cuban" Census: 1931

The 1931 census, more than any other previous enumeration, fullyex
posed the negative consequences of the tradition, established in 1907, of
linking population censuses to the electoral process. Predictably, this
census became the center of acrimonious political controversy. The early
1930s were years of heightened political tensions. President Gerardo
Machado, whose first term was due to expire in 1929, had the constitu
tion changed so that he could remain in office without reelection for an
additional six-year term. 26 Opposition to his dictatorship grew and
Machado countered with brutal repression.

In this climate the 1931 census was taken. In accordance with the
established practice, the census forms were to be used to revise the
electoral rolls. Given Machado's apparent willingness to use all possible
means to maintain his political control, everyone expected him to some
how manipulate the censal process so as to control fraudulently the
results of any future election. Distrust became the norm, especially be
cause no outsider was supervising or directing the enumeration of this
first census to be conducted entirely by Cubans. In other words, it was
entirely under the control of the Machado administration.

Aggravating the situation was the procedure by which the enu
merators were instructed to issue a registration certificate to each person
eligible to vote. 27 This directive meant that all enumerators carried with
them at the time of the enumeration not only blank census forms, but
blank registration certificates, which were basically tickets to the voting
booth. Needless to say, the opportunities for duplicity were readily avail
able and apparent, not just to the government, but to any individual or
group with political ambitions.

In the face of the widely held expectation that the censal process
would be fraudulent, the government sought to invest itself with an
image of impartiality in conducting the enumeration. Machado's feared
secret police were ordered to investigate charges of malfeasance in the
census, and the Supreme Court announced that stiff penalties would be
inflicted on those found guilty of wrongdoing. 28 Most of the country's
press exhorted the population to participate honestly in the census and
called on the leaders to act with rectitude. 29

The census became a major political event. During the course of
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the enumeration, the director of the census held daily press conferences,
reporting the progress made and the difficulties encountered. Every
minor infraction and every unsubstantiated claim of wrongdoin% any
where in the country became news and appeared in the press. Un
doubtedly, the incidence and magnitude of fraud were exaggerated, es
pecially because many opposition elements had an interest in discredit
ing the censal process. There were, however, numerous confirmed cases
of ambitious attempts to perpetrate fraud, most of them involving con
spiracies to issue false voter registration certificates. 31 One notable case
involved a fairly large area of the capital city in what was described by
officials as a "highly organized scheme.,,32 There was also at least one
attempt by a public official to influence the enumeration in a manner that
would have benefitted him politically: the mayor of La Habana tried
unsuccessfully to have municipal employees, particularly firemen, enu
merated and registered as voters in their place of work rather than in
their place of residence in order to create voting blocs that easily could be
influenced and controlled.33

The obvious primacy of electoral considerations relegated the
gathering, tabulation, analysis, and publication of the demographic data
to a position of secondary importance. This trend merely continued the
pattern established in 1907. In 1931, however, this situation had a special
impact on the availability of the results. After the electoral rolls were
completed, there was apparently little motivation on the part of the
government to follow through with the demographic data and publish a
final report.

The census office published in 1932 a ninety-three-page bulletin
that contained only the number of persons and voters in each province
and municipio. 34 Some additional tabulations of the results appeared in
a compendium of population and agricultural statistics published in
1939.35 The census office eventually prepared a fairly comprehensive
final report and bids were requested from printers. 36 But one was never
contracted, probably because of lack of interest and funds on the part of
the government. Nearly half a century would elapse before those unre
leased final tabulations appeared in print. In 1978 they were finally pub
lished through the efforts of the Cuban State Committee for Statistics in a
355-page publication that, despite its shortcomings, fills a substantial
gap in the history of Cuban census data. 37

The "Progressive" Censuses: 1943 and 1953

By the middle of the present century, Cuba was what Daniel Chirot
terms one of the "most advanced peripheral societies in the world.,,38
Immanuel Wallerstein goes further in listing Cuba as one of the few Latin
American countries that possibly can be categorized as "semiperiph-
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eral.,,39 While exhibiting the characteristics of inequality and dependence
that characterize peripheral societies, Cuba in the decades of the 1940s
and 1950s reached relatively advanced levels of social development. The
pervasiveness of foreign capital, the importance of the huge sugar sector,
and Cuba's closeness and dependence on the largest consumer society in
the world had negative implications for many aspects of national life, but
these same factors also helped to create in Cuban society a fairly large
bourgeoisie with high standards of consumption. 40 Birth and death rates
were relatively low, and life expectancy, income, and consumption levels
were fairly high. 41 La Habana in the 1940s and 1950s was one of the Latin
America's foremost metropolitan centers with a cosmopolitan lifestyle
that contrasted regrettably with the underdevelopment found in rural
areas. The urban bourgeoisie was convinced that it lived in a modern and
progressive society. The two censuses taken during that period reflect
this sense of achievement in Cuban society. They mirror the conviction
of the dominant class that Cuba was a modern country with a cosmopoli
tan character and progressive social order.

Indeed, the 1940 Constitution was, for its time, a progressive
document that represented the nation's expectations and aspirations for
societal change and advancement. Unfortunately, it was never truly im
plemented. One of its many features was that it required, for the first
time in Cuban history, that a census be taken regularly, no less often than
every ten years. 42 The purpose of the enumeration was, in the words
found in Article 94, to "reflect the social and economic activities of the
country." It is clear that although both the 1943 and 1953 census, like
their predecessors, had electoral uses, those purposes were no longer
the predominant concerns. A greater emphasis than before was placed
on Cuba's joining the relatively advanced nations with regularly sched
uled population censuses that would provide baseline socioeconomic
data.

What is extraordinary about the 1943 census is the final published
report. 43 It contains 1,373 pages, of which only about five hundred are
devoted to presenting the population tables and an analysis of the re
sults. The rest of the report (more than eight hundred pages) is a detailed
overview of almost every aspect of Cuban life: physical geography, geol
ogy, climate, flora and fauna, history, natural resources, industries and
agriculture, political-administrative organization, tourism, sports, and
literary, artistic, and intellectual life. Far more than just a census report, it
can be regarded as a showcase for a society (or perhaps more accurately,
for a social class) that was optimistic about its progress and boastful of its
achievements. 44

The 1953 census also reflected that national mood, but in a differ
ent way. It was believed that the definition of urban used in previous
enumerations did not sufficiently reflect the truly urban character of
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Cuban society at mid-century. Previous definitions of urban were based
primarily on size-of-place criteria and had excluded the small settlements
(bateyes) found in the large sugar mills. Those settlements were consid
ered definitely urban in terms of their occupational characteristics (they
included lawyers, engineers, doctors, and managers) and services (elec
tricity, running water, and so on). Consequently, the unique definition of
urban adopted in 1953 included any population nucleus of 150 or more
inhabitants in which a given set of characteristics and services were
found. That liberal definition, of course, served in 1953 to increase the
urban population beyond what would have been the case had previous
definitions been used and provided the urban bourgeoisie with an even
greater basis for their conviction that they lived in an urban-and ur
bane-society.

The report of the 1953 census was mainly limited to a presentation
of the results. 45 It was the first Cuban census to include numerous hous
ing items, a change dictated by a 1952 housing law. Because of the pro
posed broad scope of the schedule and the relative inexperience of many
Cuban census officials, the schedule used by the U.S. Bureau of the
Census in the 1950 enumeration of the population of Puerto Rico was
adopted almost verbatim. 46 It was presumably well suited to Cuban
needs because of its extensive sections on housing and the labor force. 47

The 1953 census was significant in that it was the last census prior to the
revolution. With all its shortcomings, it remains the benchmark of Cuba's
prerevolutionary social and economic conditions.

The Socialist Censuses: 1970 and 1981

Cuba's two latest censuses took place in a political, economic, and social
context that differs radically from that of their predecessors. The two
socialist censuses therefore share certain general characteristics that dis
tinguish them from the enumerations that preceded them. The most
prominent of those characteristics is that for the first time since 1899,
electoral considerations do not play a part in the taking of a Cuban
census. The 1970 and 1981 censuses ostensibly were taken in order to
obtain data for use by officials in what has become a centrally planned
economic system. 48 What is most interesting about the socialist censuses
is that the contrast in the manner in which each was conducted clearly
reflects the changes over the past two decades in the style of governance
and economic decision-making practiced by the country's leadership.

The 1970 census was a product of the relatively chaotic 1960s. The
swift elimination of the capitalist system, errors and inefficiencies in
economic decision making, the U.S. economic embargo, and the com
mitment to redistributive policies were just a few of the reasons for the
severe economic problems that plagued Cuba during that decade. 49 The
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various economic models instituted were characterized by a certain ideal
ism that led the leadership to sacrifice economic growth in favor of redis
tributive social and economic programs. The leadership relied primarily
on moral incentives to motivate the population, and many social and
economic programs were tackled through massive consciousness-raising
and mobilization efforts, "the zeal and hard work of the leaders, the
audacity of improvisation, and the enthusiasm and support of the
people."so

The fitting climax to that decade came in 1970, when the govern
ment mobilized every sector of the economy to fulfill the goal of harvest
ing ten million tons of sugar that year. The resulting harvest, although it
set a record, fell far short of the goal, and it marked the beginning of
what Carmelo Mesa-Lago calls the "shift to the Soviet Economic Reform
Model.,,51 A "mature and pragmatic stage," the Soviet model has three
corollaries: first, realistic and rational economic planning that empha
sizes growth and reduction of the foreign debt; second, an end to quick
fix solutions such as the massive mobilization efforts that depended
primarily on the loyalty and enthusiasm of the population; and third, a
process of institutionalization of the country's political, social, and eco
nomic institutions.52 This model has been in effect since the early 1970s.

The 1970 census clearly reflects the ten-million-ton mentality. In
the urban areas, the census was taken in a single day, and in rural areas,
in three days. To accomplish such a feat, and in keeping with the style of
that year's sugar harvest, the entire population and its resources were
involved in the effort. Everyone had to stay home between 8:00 A.M.
and 6:00 ~M. on Sunday, 6 September. 53 Only enumerators and persons
with jobs essential to the health and safety of the population were al
lowed on the streets and were to carry a pass that allowed them to move
between different control points established throughout the cities. All
urban transit had been suspended at 11:00 ~M. the previous evening.54

The country's transportation and communications networks, including
motor transportation, telephone and telex facilities, and radio communi
cations, were placed at the disposal of the census officials during the day
of the census.55

For several days prior to the census, television, radio, and print
media featured stories and messages intended to make the population
aware of the importance of cooperating with the census, the uses of
enumeration. Instructions were even provided on how to answer cor
rectly the questions that would be posed by the enumerators.56 Workers
were asked to obtain from their employers a form that would prepare
them for the items on occupation and industry.57

To accomplish the task with the swiftness required, 286,430 per
sons were recruited to work on the census.58 The enumerators presum
ably worked as unpaid volunteers (nearly half of them were students).59
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Although supervisors received a three-day seminar to equip them for
their duties, the enumerators themselves were told simply to tune into a
class that was transmitted repeatedly on television during the week pre
ceding the day of the census. 60 The day after the census was taken,
Granma, the official newspaper of the Communist party of Cuba, pro
claimed that the censal day had been a "victorious" one and attributed
the apparent success of the enumeration to the "enthusiastic, disci
plined, and massive participation of the people."61

In contrast, the 1981 census reflects the period of institutionalized
administrative procedures and rationally planned economic decision
making based on realities, rather than on idealism and enthusiasm. In
stead of immobilizing the population and attempting to complete the
enumeration in one day, as in 1970, the 1981 census was conducted over
a ten-day period that allowed the population to move about at any
time. 62 Consequently, a smaller, but better trained, force of enumerators
was utilized. The enumerators were selectively recruited among appli
cants seeking full-time temporary employment, given several intensive
training sessions, and remunerated for their work. 63

Despite its utilizing only one-third as much manpower as had
been employed in 1970, the 1981 census apparently was conducted with
more planning and methodological sophistication than its predecessor.
Various pretests were done on the questionnaire, extensive cartographic
work was performed prior to the enumeration, fairly advanced software
was utilized in the tabulation process, and a relatively large postcensal
survey of coverage was taken. 64 Census officials indicated to the press
prior to the census that although enumerators would require the use of
public transportation facilities, care would be taken not to disrupt the
daily activities of the population.65 The style of this enumeration is per
haps most evident in a postcensal statement made by the director of
Cuba's statistical agency. He attributed the apparent success of the field
operations largely to the "systematic manner" in which the enumerators
performed their tasks, "without haste, seeking optimum quality."66

Beyond the contrasts in their styles, an important feature of the
socialist censuses that should be noted here concerns problems with the
availability of the results. For both censuses, the preliminary population
counts for each province and municipio by sex, age, and rural-urban
residence were released shortly after the enumerations were conducted.
In fact, that information was published in the Cuban press within four
months following the completion of each of the two censuses. 67 In the
case of the 1970 census, however, a final report did not appear until 1975,
and even then copies were not readily available. 68

The report is disappointing in that despite the items on race and
educational attainment in the questionnaire, no data on those character
istics were presented.69 In fact, no data on race and education from the
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1970 census have ever been released. It was argued that the race item
was not tabulated because it was decided after the census was taken that
questions of race are not relevant in a socialist society. Whatever validity
that argument may have had, however, was destroyed with the appear
ance of a question on race in the 1981 census questionnaire. 70 Perhaps
the cross-tabulation of the figures on race and education did not show
the expected elimination of racial differentials in educational attainment
that has been a major goal of the revolutionary government's redistribu
tive educational program since 1960. This explanation remains the only
apparent reason for the suppression of the data on race and education.

One can only hope that the final report of the 1981 census will
appear in a truly comprehensive form. The problem with the release of
the results of the 1970 census demonstrate that despite vast differences
in ideology and political organization and goals, Cuba's socialist govern
ment is not too dissimilar from its predecessors in its awareness of the
political context and consequences of censuses.

Conclusion

When social scientists use census data, they are usually aware of only the
final product of the census, the published tabulations of the results.
Upon examining the political context of the Cuban population censuses
taken since 1899, it becomes apparent that censuses are far more than a
set of figures. Political consigerations are the key to understanding such
factors as the timing of the censuses, their uses, content, approach or
methodology employed, and even the reasons for the difficulties in the
availability of the results. Indeed, as has been shown, censuses them
selves can become important political events.

Although Cuba has experienced a varied and turbulent political
history, its censal experience is neither atypical nor inapplicable to devel
oped countries with stable political institutions. One has only to look at
the recent U.S. experience. The 1980 U.S. census was the center of politi
cal controversies and legal battles that could have led to changes in
methodology and that actually caused delays in the release of the figures.
Various municipal governments, faced with reductions in federal funds,
attempted to make the Census Bureau adjust the 1980 figures to compen
sate for alleged undercounting. Various political groups also sought to
have the bureau purposely exclude undocumented immigrants from the
enumeration.

External and internal tests of validity, widely used by demogra
phers, are necessary before any definite conclusion can be reached about
the usefulness of census results. But the analysis presented here can be
used to determine the directions and reasons for bias or error in the
Cuban censuses. More importantly, it has been shown that censuses are
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not simply produced by impartial technicians, as is frequently assumed,
but are outcomes of the political process and as such, mirror the political
context within which they take place. An awareness of that context is
important for the numerous students of modern Cuba because these
censuses constitute a major source of data on the island's socioeconomic
development in the twentieth century.
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