Distinctively Black Names in the American Past

Abstract
We document the existence of a distinctive national naming pattern for African Americans in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. We use census records to identify a set of highfrequency names among African Americans that were unlikely to be held by whites. We confirm
the distinctiveness of the names using over five million death certificates from Alabama, Illinois
and North Carolina from the early twentieth century. The names we identify in the census
records are similarly distinctive in these three independent data sources. Surprisingly,
approximately the same percentage of African Americans had "black names" historically as they
do today. No name that we identify as a historical black name, however, is a contemporary black
name. The literature has assumed that black names are a product of the Civil Rights Movement,
yet our results suggest that they are a long-standing cultural norm among African Americans.
This is the first evidence that distinctively racialized names existed long before the Civil Rights
Era, establishing a new fact in the historical literature.
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"[Names] had been their sole identity during bondage, often the only remaining link to parents
from whom they had been separated and who had initially named them. No matter how harsh a bondage
they had endured, few freed slaves revealed any desire to obliterate their entire past or family heritage,
and those whose given names or surnames reflected kinship ties tended to guard them zealously."
- Leon F. Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery, 1979

"As Negroes...we are apt...to be more than ordinarily concerned with the veiled and mysterious
events, the fusions of blood, the furtive couplings, the business transactions, the violations of faith and
loyalty, the assaults; yes, and the unrecognized and unrecognizable loves through which our names were
handed down to us."
- Ralph Ellison, "Hidden Name and Complex Fate" in Shadow and Act, 1964

1 Introduction
Experimental, audit, and quasi-experimental studies have found that those with racialized first names are
negatively affected. Busse and Seraydarian [1977] find that distinctively African American names, names
which are held so disproportionately by African Americans that the name itself is a strong signal of being
an African American, are viewed negatively. Bertrand and Mullainathan [2004] find that those with
distinctively African American names have lower call-back rates for employment interviews. Milkman et
al. [2012] find that college professors are significantly less likely to meet with students with African
American names to discuss graduate school. Figlio [2005] finds that teachers have lower ex ante
expectations of children with distinctively African American names, even those that are not African
American themselves, and that this is related to student outcomes and test scores. When recent analysis
revealed racial disparities in NIH grant awards researchers surmised that grant reviewers, who do not
know the race of grant applicants, used first names to infer race [Ginther et al. 2011].
Given the unique social history of African Americans, it is remarkable that the historical
development of racialized names has received little scholarly attention. The existing literature on
racialized names is surprisingly ahistorical. Black names are assumed to be a modern phenomenon that
first appeared with the Civil Rights Movement [Fryer and Levitt 2004]. There have been no studies which

investigate the existence or persistence of racialized names in the past. London and Morgan [1994], for
example, use census data from Mississippi in 1910 and argue that racial naming conventions did not exist,
but their analysis is restricted to the most popular names overall. Even today, the most popular names
(John, Michael, James, etc.) are not racially distinctive. Other than studies of the names of African
American college students [Eagleson and Clifford 1945] and reviews of other smaller and nonrepresentative samples [Puckett 1938, 1975; Gaither 1920], we know of no study that makes a systematic
attempt to identify African American naming patterns before the 1960s. 1 This paper documents the
existence of distinctively African American first names long before the Civil Rights Era. Indeed, the
pattern we uncover is a national naming pattern among African Americans in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. To our knowledge, this is the first study to find distinct racial naming conventions in
the past. No historical narrative evidence we are aware of even suggests that such a robust, national
naming pattern would exist.
This work brings economic history back to a goal that was first noted in debates over the
economics of slavery. As Fogel [1975b] described, the first and second phases of black economic history
were concerned with the profitability and operation of the slave system. The third and final phase was the
recovery of black history, particularly sociocultural aspects that form the basis for the distinction of
African American culture in American history [Levine 1978]. Indeed, Fogel [1975b: 43-44] noted that
the third phase “is an exercise in political economy in the fullest sense of the term. This is even more true
for the postbellum era than for the antebellum era.” The investigation of black naming patterns links to
the studies of the black family, cultural development, and the postbellum development of African
American identity.
Our work also expands the use of names in economic history. Recently, scholars have looked to
first names and surnames as sources of economic information [Clark et al. 2014a]. In particular, the
distribution of surnames has been used to estimate rates of social mobility in populations as disperate as
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Other historical naming studies are focused on name adoption immediately after the Civil War or with parent-child
naming practices [Litwack 1979, Costa and Kahn 2006, Gutman 1976]. These studies do not attempt to identify a
naming pattern among African Americans nor the racial distinctiveness of any naming pattern.

England and China over serveral centuries has been used to analyze the persistence of elites [Clark et al.
2014b]. First names have been used to study intergenerational mobility in the United States, with the
advantage that names can track the social mobility of women [Olivetti and Paserman 2013]. While such
studies exploit trends in name pattern dynamics, we derive a methodology which uncovers a name pattern
that has escaped pervious documentation.
Documenting the existence of a racial naming pattern in the past is a significant, first-order
contribution to American history and historiography; it reorients the discussion of the historical, social,
economic and political significance of naming patterns. It changes the nature of the discussion of the
causes and consequences of black naming patterns. The historical pattern of African American names also
gives scholars a new proxy for race which can be employed to analyze a range of outcomes, both shortand long-term. For example, the analysis of historical discrimination could include these names in the
analysis to see if outcomes differed within the African American community due to the names [Cook,
Logan and Parman 2012]. Even more, models of racial naming, such as those described in Fryer and
Levitt [2004], must be revised to account for the new fact that African American names have a history
which precedes the Civil Rights Movement.
The existence of historical African American names is an empirical question. The identification
of any historical naming pattern, however, is difficult. Given the lack of any source which records names
that we can match to existing data sources, we innovate methodologically to uncover the naming pattern.
Unlike contemporary naming studies, where the names to be searched for are known, the search for
historical African American naming patterns is further complicated by fact that there is nearly no
literature documenting any first name patterns among African Americans. Contemporary studies by
economists exploit birth records, but universal birth registration did not occur until the 20th century. With
the scarcity of historical data, verifiability and falsifiability of any naming methodology are important.
Any naming pattern identified in a specific data source may or may not hold across the population. It is
therefore important that any methodology used not only be able to reveal a similar pattern in independent
data, but also hold the potential to discover the lack of a pattern in a separate data source. Key for our

methodology is the fact that we identify names that are both high-frequency and racially distinctive. This
is important insofar as idiosyncratic naming practices can give rise to spurious naming patterns (names
that are not held by many individuals but which are held disproportionately), and our methodology
explicitly guards against that possibility.
We adopt a novel, straightforward methodology to identify black names and exploit a large body
of historical data to confirm the naming pattern. Our measure of name distinctiveness is name
disproportionality— the fraction of all people holding a particular name that are of a given race. Our
approach is a simple two-step procedure. First, we use census records to find names that are highfrequency among blacks and, among those high frequency names, identify those that are highly likely to
be held by blacks as opposed to whites. Identifying historical names cannot and should not begin and end
with census records, however. There are well-known deficiencies in census data with respect to coverage
of the African American population [Coale and Rives 1973, Eblen 1974, Ewbank 1987, Preston at al.
1998, Elo 2001]— African Americans are under-represented. This obviously brings into question the
veracity of any naming pattern found in census sources. We overcome the problem by verifying the
names using novel independent sources that offer similar coverage (in terms of covering a very large
number of individuals in the population) to the census but which are not subject to the potential biases of
census data. We confirm the distinctiveness of the names we identify in census records in three sources:
the given names in Alabama death records (1908-1959), Illinois death records (1916-1947), and North
Carolina death certificates (1910-1970). While the death records are certianly not free of their own biases
(they, too, likely miss a portion of the African American population), the sources of bias in death records
are likely different from those present in census data. The correlation between the name-specific measure
of disproportionality for the death records and the 1900 and 1920 census data is over 0.60. The fact that
we confirm the racial distinctiveness of these high-frequency names in three independent data sources is
strong confirmatory evidence of the generalizability of the names and the national naming pattern they
represent.
The strength of the pattern we uncover is strikingly similar to that of naming patterns today.

Indeed, the share of all black men who had a black name is roughly similar to the share of black men who
have a black name today. The names we identify, however, are not related to black names today. None of
the names we identify is a contemporary black name. In short, we uncover a naming pattern previously
unknown in the historical record and show that racially distinctive names for African Americans are not a
product of the Civil Rights Movement. Rather than being the product of cultural changes in the middle of
the twentieth century, the names have changed over time.
In what follows we review the existing literature and describe the conceptual framework
underlying our approach. We then describe the methodology used to identify African American names in
census records. A particular innovation of our research is that while we use census records to identify
historical African American names, we use the death certificates as an independent check of the names
we identify in the census records. We describe how these results complicate simple explanations for racial
naming practices based on increasing social consciousness during the Civil Rights Era. At some point the
historical names we identify gave way to a completely different set of names, and it is likely that the
motivations behind such names changed as well. The racial distinctiveness of the names, however, did not
change— these historical names are just as black as "black names" today. How and why "black names"
themselves (and possibly their effects) changed over time is a new question which must be addressed. We
conclude by showing how the names were related to historical socioeconomic outcomes and with a
discussion of how this line of research can be extended beyond the identification of the names to include
the determinants and potential causes of the names, intergenerational transmission of the names, and longterm consequences of the names.

2 Racialized Names in History and Theory
2.1 Racialized Names in History
Engerman [1978] notes that names play an important role in our understanding of African American
social development, and yet they remain under-analyzed, a missing piece of the historical scholarship.

Given the unique history of African Americans, it is somewhat surprising that the literature on African
American naming conventions is so thin since surnames convey little about their familial or ethnic
origins. Gutman [1976] notes that besides the studies of Puckett [1938] and Wood [1974] little has been
written about African American naming systems in the American past. Histories of the African American
family and social experience, and histories of the South in general, such as the seminal works of Brawley
[1921], Boles [1984], Blassingame [1972], Foner [1988], Franklin [1980], Frazier [1930, 1939], Jones
[1985], Kantrowitz [2012], Levine [1978], Litwack [1979, 1998], Tindall [1952, 1967], and Woodward
[1951] make little mention of African American naming patterns.
The literature that does exist analyzes two issues. The first pertains to contemporary naming
patterns. Sociological theories about African American naming conventions are rooted in the belief that
the contemporary naming practices are an attempt to construct a distinct racial identity in the absence of
surnames which can convey that information [Lieberson and Mikelson 1995, Fryer and Levitt 2004]. This
desire reached a critical head during the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements, which encouraged
African Americans to adopt names which prominently featured links to an amorphous African heritage.
While such arguments seem plausible, they are surprisingly ahistorical. The limited information
we do have on African American naming conventions suggests that names were always important and
that they were used to convey some amount of familial bonding in the past [Gutman 1976]. 2 An
additional problem for the current conceptions of African American naming conventions is the fact that
few of the most popular names today have any African origin. For example, common African American
names such as Tyrone, Shemar, LaKeisha and LaTonya do not have any explicit African links, and some
are of European origin.
The second, historical, literature focused on whether naming conventions defy the conventional
wisdom that the institution of slavery destroyed African American kinship patterns. Gutman [1976]
spends considerable time documenting how naming patterns are consistent with strong kinship bonds
2

Costa and Kahn [2006] note that former slaves in more diverse companies, where they interacted with greater
numbers of free blacks, were more likely to change their names following emancipation. In general, first name
changes were rare [Litwack 1979].

among African Americans. One common practice was to name the eldest son after the father. Gutman’s
analysis of the 1880 census revealed that nearly a quarter of African American households had a son
named for his father. While Gutman's analysis suggests that a portion of African American families
named sons after elder men in the family we have no additional evidence on persistence of the pattern.
Gutman argues that African Americans exhibited a great deal of control over the naming of their
offspring in slavery, which is consistent with Blassingame's [1972], Wood's [1974] and Genovese's
[1974] histories of plantation life. Cody [1982] argues that the naming of slave children by their parents
was an important way of establishing their place in the slave community. First names could refer to
parents, grandparents, and other elder members as a way of establishing familial links.. There is no
evidence that names were related to slave occupations. In the absence of surname salience, first names of
male children appear to be prominent carriers of family history. However, the historical scholarship in the
social sciences has not paid a great deal of attention to black names with the exception of a few studies
[such as Cassidy 1966, DeCamp 1967, and Price and Price 1972]. Indeed, Gutman is the most recent
largescale analysis. Research in the humanities, however, is rich with names as descriptive carriers of
historical legacies and also as exercises in power [Benston 1982, Cooke 1977, King 1990, Green 2002].
Theorizing about the historical causes and consequences of that meaning is difficult. While it is
unclear how much naming practices during slavery reflected individual slave intent to form familial
bonds, the naming practices thereafter would certainly be in the control of parents. The open questions are
whether the names can be systematically identified and what the names themselves conveyed about the
family and its history.
Names have been viewed as the product of a complex network of social, political, and familial
influences. Litwack [1979], for example, analyzes name changes immediately after emancipation.
Although he does not identify any naming patterns among African Americans, he does show that the
period after chattel bondage offered African Americans a unique opportunity to construct a new identity.
The ability to choose a surname was a political act— many chose names not of their most recent owner,
but of those further back in family lineage. Others adopted first names as well [see Costa and Kahn 2006].

In general, however, Litwack notes that names which conveyed kinship were especially salient to African
Americans, and the oral histories of former slaves reveal that names were a key ingredient in the
remaking of the social order. 3 To the extent that names conveyed family links, they were guarded and,
according to Gutman [1976], passed on from one generation to the next.
Hahn [2003] sees kinship links as a potential source of political power for African Americans
before the Great Migration. This is consistent with Kaye’s [2007] analysis of slave neigborhoods in the
antebellum era.Just as names themselves conveyed familial links, it is likely that they may have been
more prominent in protective kinship networks
This is not to say that these conclusions are uncontested. While scholars have added greater
nuance to the destructive nature of the slave economy on African American family bonds laid out by
Frazier [1939], the actual stability of the family is an open question. Fogel [2003] questions the reliability
of Gutman's evidence since it comes from large plantations where familial structure would be more likely
to be intact and where slaveholders would be least likely to be involved in the task of naming newborn
slaves. Additional factors such as the age and timing of marriage, age at menarche, fertility patterns and
infant mortality have not yet been fully resolved. Steckel and Ziebarth [2013] find that slave trading was a
significant fraction of western movement in the late antebellum era, and they argue that such trading was
likely disruptive to the slave family. Kaye [2007], however, finds that slave neighborhoods in the western
portions of the Cotton South created strong familial bonds.
There is little historical consensus on slave naming patterns. Blassingame [1972] and Elkins
[1959] differ on the weight that one should attach to naming patterns. Cassidy [1966] and DeCamp [1967]
show that African naming conventions were perverted in the New World. For example, Sambo, a name
which became associated with a shiftless individual, is actually a Hausa name for the second son [Wood
1974]. Engerman [1978] notes that who named slave children, and whether slave owners retained veto
power over names, is unknown. It could be the product of resistence [Stamp 1956], part of an implicit
3

Litwack describes how whites lamented the fact that freedmen could choose the surnames of prominent white
families. Other whites noted that the presence of surnames for freedmen would alter the social order— while whites
were usually referred to with proper titles, having official surnames would entitle freedmen to similar designations.

cultural norm [Genovese 1974], or reflect greater community attachment that extended beyond specific
plantations [Kaye 2007]. Therefore, the study of slave names is more complicated than racial naming
patterns alone, since it is unclear who named whom.
In sum, the scant history on African American naming conventions establishes several informed
guesses but few facts. First, the literature suggests that names were used to convey a degree of familial
attachment in the past. Second, names appear to be persistent, male children were commonly named for
parents and other elders. Third, there has been no attempt to identify a racial naming pattern in the past
and no corresponding systematic quantitative evidence underlying the historical literature. We do not
know if the names themselves were distinct, if the practices resulted in a distinct naming pattern, and
what those names would be.

2.2 Theorizing Racialized Names
The issue for racialized names is that not all people in any group adopt the naming convention, and those
with distinctively racialized names might fare better or worse than those of their own racial group. While
X may be a white name it is certainly not true that all whites are named X. In other words, it could be that
the effects of racialized names are a concentrated source of advantage or disadvantage. Fryer and Levitt
[2004], for example, find that distinctively African American names are not well-correlated with other
outcomes once they control for socioeconomic factors. The size and direction of such effects would
naturally depend on what the naming convention signals. Since a racialized name gives outsiders a lowvariance signal of race, it may also affect the outcomes of those with racialized names differently from
those without racialized names in the same racial group.
While many view the accumulating evidence of negative effects of holding a racialized name as
the persistence of racial bias, open questions remain. The literature described above seeks to link names to
racial groups, but it can be difficult to ascribe the effects to group membership. Naming patterns evolve
over time. Lieberson and Bell [1992] find that name uniqueness is increasing, and more recent research

using all first names in the United States has found that the commonality of first names has been
declining since the 1950s [Twenge et al. 2010]. Lieberson and Mikelson [1995] find that the prevalence
of unique names for African Americans has increased faster than the general population. It can be
difficult, therefore, to ascribe the name effect to race as opposed to a combination of race and
socioeconomic factors that could be exacerbated by increasing name uniqueness [Fryer and Levitt 2004].
A problem for the contemporary study of names is the lack of a clear distinction between unique,
exclusive, and racially-assignable names. A standard definition of a unique name is one that is held by
only one individual in a given birth cohort. Fryer and Levit [2004] and Lieberson and Mikelson [1995]
show that significant shares of the African American population have unique names today. By design,
unique names are raced— they belong to the race of the unique-named by default. 4
Exclusive names are not unique names (many individuals born in a given year will have them),
but they are only given to members of a particular racial group. For example, if Kenyatta is a name only
given to African Americans, it is exclusive, but not unique. Assignable names are ones which are
disproportionately assigned to members of one race. For example, today Tyrone is a name assigned
disproportionately to African American males, but there are members of other races with that given name.
It is, after all, a name of Irish origin.
The issue is that unique, exclusive and assignable names may have different functional
consequences that may run in different directions and present different methodological issues. Fryer and
Levitt [2004], for example, construct an index of names using the probability that an individual is black
given a particular name. In such an index both exclusive and unique names have extreme values. Only
assignable names will display any variation in index values. Audit and experimental studies, however, use
names which are assignable. A key for audit studies is that the general population can infer race from the
name, and an implicit precondition is that such a name is not unique nor infrequent in the population of
interest.
4

A particular issue with unique names is distinct spelling of a name with the same pronunciation. For example, each
unique spelling of "unique" (Yuniqe, Uni'que, Euniqe and Eunique) would be unique names to the extent that they
would only be held by one individual in any given birth cohort.

Unique names may be stigmatized for reasons unrelated to race. For example, unique names may
be difficult to pronounce, which may carry a unique stigma [Laham et al. 2012]. The ability to infer race
from a name is, in part, due to its frequency. Although research has shown that some unique names by
race have particular attributes [Lieberson and Mikelson 1995], how much of this effect can be due to race
as opposed to uniqueness is unknown. Since our goal is to identify a broad (national) naming pattern
among blacks we do not attempt to identify unique names in the data. Another problem for historical
investigation is that unique names may be due to misspellings or other errors. 5 Also, by design it will be
difficult to identify unique names in independent data sources as they may appear in one source and not in
another. Instead, we focus on a historical pattern of assignable and exclusive racial names, names that
were held by relatively large numbers of African Americans but few, if any whites.
Indeed, our focus on high-frequency names and a national naming pattern is a stringent criteria.
We will miss regional names and names that are not held by a relatively large fraction of African
Americans. This will lead to an undercount of names. We concentrate on a national naming pattern for a
two reasons. First, the existing literature on racial names implicitly assumes a national pattern, even
though the existing studies use data from a small selection of states. That is, the pattern of name
distinctiveness is assumed to apply to African Americans in general. Second, a national naming pattern is
consistent with broad cultural distinctions in a way that regional naming patterns are not. If African
Americans in different regions were adopting similar names that were distinct from whites in a similar
way it is much more likely that the names reflect a cultural pattern that developed along racial lines. We
expect national patterns to exist given the westward movement of slaves [Steckel and Ziebarth 2013].

3 Identifying African American Names
Documenting a distinctive naming pattern among African Americans in the past is difficult for a number
of reasons. First, the history of African Americans leaves us with few linguistic cues that would identify
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such names. While ethnic names are the product of historical, linguistic, religious and political events,
such methods cannot be used for African Americans. There is no list of historical African American
names which we can take to the data. Indeed, our task is to identify such names. Second, while census
records would seem to offer a straightforward method to identify and verify naming patterns, the
relatively poor coverage of the African American population in historical census records would leave any
patterns identified solely through census records subject to numerous criticisms [Coale and Rives 1973,
Eblen 1974, Ewbank 1987, Preston at al. 1998, Elo and Preston 1994, Elo at al. 1996, Elo 2001]. For
example, the names identified in census records may be related to proximate determinants of the names
themselves, leaving us with a spurious list of names that reflect other factors. Third, other sources of
historical data which could be used to verify names are not broadly representative of the black population.
Tax records, military records, rolls from churches and fraternal organizations and school records are
neither representative of the black population nor do they provide similar coverage of other races in the
same data source— key for identifying the distinctive nature of a name.
Apart the data itself, identifying and verifying a historical naming pattern within any group
presents methodological problems as well. Any historical method must not rely on potential determinants
of the names. The literature on contemporary black names uses birth certificate information which
contains name and race to identify high frequency names which are disproportionately held by a
particular group. Birth registrations for our historical period of interest (1880-1940) were not standardized
nor universal [Logan and Parman 2010, Elo and Preston 1994] Also, identifying similarity or differences
in the most popular names is not the same as documenting a pattern of distinctive names. Our aim is not
to see if the most popular names were equally popular among whites and African Americans, but to see if
there were names frequently given to African Americans that were not frequent among whites.
In the absence of lists of historical names, information on historical naming patterns, and
historical birth registrations, we adopt a novel and transparent approach to identify black names that
begins with a geographically stratified sample of black households in census data and then seeks to (1)
internally validate the distinctive nature of the names in census records and (2) use a wealth of new,

broadly representative data from a different set of locations to verify the distinctiveness of the names in
the census records. In this regard, our approach is falsifiable, because the tests of external and/or internal
validity can fail to support the distinctiveness of the names we identify.
Our methodological approach builds on the conjecture that if black naming patterns existed in the
past they would be found in independent samples of the black population, and the relative distinctiveness
of the names would be well correlated in those independent samples. Additionally, finding similar
estimates of disproportionality for the same name from different regions would be consistent with a
national pattern of names for African Americans and not the conflation of a regional pattern with
differences in racial population density. That is, we define a “black name” as a name that is relatively
common among blacks but uncommon among whites. The key is that this approach should identify
similar patterns in independent sources if a naming pattern existed. While one would like to search for all
possible black names, our approach of beginning with a geographically stratified sample allows us to both
externally validate racially distinctive names and separate them from unique names.
But how will we know which names to look for? The small literature in the historical scholarship
is not particularly useful methodologically. The record gives us no names to investigate, and reliance on
such a source would not identify new names that may be highly distinctive. As such, we adopt a novel
approach to identify and, more importantly, verify black names. Specifically, we choose a set of states in
the census that are broadly representative of black location patterns in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. We search for names among household heads that were high frequency and
disproportionately held by African Americans among all household heads. We then internally verify the
racial distinctiveness of those names using all males in the census records.
Our approach, particularly our desire to internally validate the names in census records, causes us
to restrict our attention to naming patterns for men. Since we use household heads to identify the names
we capture few women. While African American women were more likely to be household heads than
white women in the past [Ruggles 1994], we capture still fewer white women as household heads in
historical census data. As such, we have poor (and potentially biased) measures of distinctiveness for

women. Another problem is that naming conventions at the time, especially in the South, often used first
and middle names for women. This results in a smaller set of high-frequency first names among women,
and we need reliable sources for middle names to identify and verify a naming pattern for females.
Middle names are not recorded consistently in the historical data.
One would like to begin and end with the census records, but they cannot be used to verify black
names. As noted earlier, census records have significant gaps for the African American population. For
example, if father-son patterns are more likely to be held among black households and those households
are more likely to be enumerated, we will overestimate the frequency and disproportionality of those
names. The resulting black names will be spurious, a function of household selection in the census data.
In general, if census enumeration is correlated with proximate determinants of the names any further
analysis using the names will be biased.
For verification we need sources that would give similar population coverage but which would be
independent of census enumeration. It is important to stress that such a source requires coverage of the
non-black population to measure racial distinctiveness. Historical sources that give similar population
coverage as the census and which contain names and race are rare. We use death certificate records to
independently verify the names identified in the census records. Death certificates contain information on
race and name for a large number of individuals. Also, the establishment of universal death registration
early in the twentieth century gives us confidence that population coverage will be comparable to the
census, but independent of it. Most important is that fact that death records are not selected on
households— as such, we avoid the problem of intergenerational naming biasing the death records. 6 Our
basic argument is that whatever biases exist in census enumeration would not be the same in death
registration, nor would they hold across several different states with idiosyncratic death registration
histories. In this way, we are confident that the pattern we find is truly a national, historical naming
pattern and not a figment of the data. Similar patterns of racial disproportionality in independent data
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Deaths in this time period did not require the presence of a doctor. As such, the death records include deaths that
occurred in and especially outside of medical facilities.

sources covering large percentages of the population are at the heart of our method to verify black names.

3.1 Identifying African American Names in Census Data
A two-pronged strategy is used to identify historical patterns of racialized names, following Cook [2004,
2011]. We begin by constructing an index of African American names for 1900 and 1920. We choose
these two Census years to produce a large sample, essentially two generations, of African Americans who
would not have been named during the antebellum era.
We used two methods to construct the index. The first strategy answered the question: conditional
on being African American, which names are most likely to be observed? This is the frequency measure.
Random samples of black (Negro), mulatto, and colored heads of households from the 1900 and 1920
censuses were drawn from the District of Columbia and three states: Georgia, Michigan and New York.
One location was selected from each major region: the Upper South, the Deep South, the Mid-Atlantic
region, and the Midwest. Washington, D.C. was selected to represent the Upper South because of its
history during and following slavery as a destination for migrants from nearby (former) slave states
(Kentucky, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia). The West was not included in index
construction due to the relatively lower numbers of black residents across these census years.
Specifically, every tenth head of household was selected among black heads of households who
were residents of the given states in 1900 and 1920. From these samples, frequencies were calculated for
first names. We then selected first names that appeared more frequently than the median frequency
across states and more frequently than the median frequency across census years. In short, these names
were more common than the median name among all names. We use the median because very common
names (John, William, etc.) will skew the average frequency of names. This method is deliberately very
conservative and only considered exact matches did not include misspellings, phonetic equivalents, or
other variations. As such, the index itself likely gives us an undercount of name disproportionality, but it
also guards against identifying spurious naming patterns.

To validate the names from household heads, we used IPUMS one-percent samples from the
1900 and 1920 census years. Names were validated using a first-name search. A name was considered
matching if the exact first name appeared in the first-name field. A random sample (every 10th record)
was drawn from the resulting records. Search results were limited to males but not constrained
geographically nor with respect to relation to head of household. A first-name match was successful if
thethe name field of the search result was indeed associated with a black (Negro, mulatto, or colored)
person. For example, the name-match rate was 88 percent for the name Prince. To be clear, we begin
with a stratified sample of states and then verify the pattern among all male names. The significantshare
of successful matches in the national sample suggests that the resulting names are in fact national black
names rather than simply regional black names.
The second strategy answered the question: conditional on having a name widely adopted by
African Americans following the end of slavery, what is the probability that the person is African
American? 7 This is the census-derived disproportionality measure. The entire 1900 and 1920 census was
used and the names were not restricted to heads of households. This is our method of internally validating
the census names and our key measure of name distinctiveness. Note that all names validated are, by
definition, high-frequency.
Among African Americans, there were twenty-one first names that appeared more frequently than
the median frequency and were a larger share of all names than the African American share of the total
population. To our knowledge, this is the first time such a national, internally-valid list of historical black
names has been identified. In what follows we use the twenty-one names identified in these two strategies
as the distinctively African American names. We restrict our attention to the first names that occur with
some non-negligible frequency since we are concerned with matching the names we identify in the census
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Later we test the proposition that African Americans of adopted the first and last names of presidents, e.g., George
Washington, or famous people in the black community, e.g., Booker T. Washington, as first and middle names. We
find that later, this "well-known" practice may have been common among blacks, but it was not unique or more
likely among black households. Whites were just as likely to name males after presidents or other famous
individuals. For example, we find that names such as "George Washington" and “Thomas Jefferson” were not
disproportionately held by African Americans.

records to the death certificates.
We identified 21 names as African American names: Abe, Abraham, Alonzo, Ambrose, Booker,
Elijah, Freeman, Isaac, Isaiah, Isreal, King, Master, Moses, Pearlie, Percy, Perlie, Purlie, Presley, Presly,
Prince and Tutus. Given the methodology described above, some of the names are alternative spellings of
others, leaving us with seventeen distict names. (Note, we combine names such as "Abraham" and "Abe"
as a single name, given that one is a nickname for the other in most instances and for other sets of names
spellings could vary by small degree. This yields a set of seventeen "name sets" that we use in further
analysis due to the combinations.)
These names merit their own discussion. First, they bear little relation to "black names" today.
Indeed, of the names used in the Bertrand and Mullainathan's [2004] and Milkman, et al. [2012] audit
studies, none of them appears as our names and vice versa. The most popular names in that study, which
used birth-certificate data were names such as Leroy, Tyrone, Jamal, Hakim, Darnell, and Rasheed. The
notion that black names are a contemporary cultural construction is inconsistent with the names
identified. These names contain no explicit links to African heritage yet, as we show later, were racially
distinctive.
Second, the general features of the names we identify (that most of the first names are biblical)
are consistent with the observations of other scholars. The appearance of biblical names in our results
offers empirical support to Genovese's [1974] narrative that religion gave slaves a sense of humanity.
Given the role of religion in slave life, names with biblical attachment may have conveyed special
meaning to slaves and could have been names for elders that were being passed on. We caution that
without additional evidence this is only a conjecture but is consistent with the general pattern of names
we identify. Other names may reflect political or social intentions. For example, honorific names such as
Master, King and Prince could reflect a desire to imbue pride. Names such as Freeman could certainly
reflect political ideals and the emancipation of former bondsmen (one's child was born free). We caution,
however, that drawing meaning from the names is preliminary. Additional historical scholarship is needed
before economic, social and political intentions can be verified. To be sure, now that the names are known

the social significance of the names merits further investigation.

4 Data for Verifying Black Names
The novelty of our approach derives not only from the identification of historical black names, but also
from the external validation of these names. As we noted earlier, we use census records to identify a set of
high-frequency names among African Americans that are not widely held by whites. The problem with
such an approach is that it is not inherently falsifiable— the names we identify may be driven by biases in
sampling or other errors. While this is unlikely to explain the results for a majority of the names, it could
still be the case that many of the names we identify would be unique to the census records themselves.
Without external validation from independent data sources the pattern we uncover may not be general. As
our goal is to identify a national pattern of naming among African Americans in the past, it is critical that
the pattern we find is also observed in other sources.

4.1 Death Records
Death registrations are unique records which give the names and races of large numbers of individuals.
Unfortunately, not all states listed race in historical death registrations. We use the death records from
three states not used in the census identification of names: Alabama, Illinois, and North Carolina. These

are the only three states with death records that have digitized indexes containing both name and
race for all deaths extending back to the early 1900s. Each state, however, had different death
registration histories, had different racial makeup, and comes from different regions of the country. Below
we describe each state's death registration data.

4.1.1 Alabama
The Alabama records are drawn from the Alabama Deaths and Burials Index created by the Genealogical

Society of Utah for the years 1881 to 1974 (N= 1,186,076). For the early years, the index is drawn from
multiple sources including church, civil and family records of Alabama deaths and burials. Beginning
with 1908, state law required that all deaths within the state be registered with death certificates being
filed with the Alabama Center for Health Statistics. The index for 1908 through 1974 is based on these
death certificates.

4.1.2 Illinois
The Illinois names are drawn from all of the available records in the Illinois deaths and stillbirths index
for 1916 to 1947 (N=1,539,849). This index includes information transcribed from one-page pre-printed
death certificate forms (images of the original forms are not available in the online database). The 1916
start date for the records is the result of a 1915 statute that required the State Board of Health (succeeded
by the Illinois Department of Public Health) and county clerks to record deaths and stillbirths. Statewide
compliance with this statue was at 95 percent by 1919.

4.1.3 North Carolina
The North Carolina data are constructed from the universe of death certificates for individuals
who died between the years of 1910 and 1975 (N= 1,787,826). 8 A key difference between the Alabama
and Illinois data is that the North Carolina data can be linked to the actual death certificate. The data
includes full name, gender, race, age at death, birth date, birth place (city, state, country), death date,
death location (city, county), spouse's name, father's name and mother's name. A unique feature of this
data is the presence of mother and father's names on the death record, which will be used in future work
to explore intergenerational naming patterns.

4.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Death Records
The advantages of death certificates for name pattern verification are numerous. First, death certificates
8

This process is more fully described in Logan and Parman [2011].

are person-specific records while census enumeration is household-based. While one can compare names
over all persons in the census the construction of the data itself gives an inherent independence between
the two sources. A household count may miss specific members of the household but a death record could
only possibly misrecord (or fail to record) an individual death. Second, for each set of death records that
we use death certification was required early in the twentieth century, so those born in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries are most likely to appear in both sets of records. A key advantage for name
verification is that each state had different baseline levels of black population shares, and different ethnic
mixes of the white population. Since the goal is to see if name disproportionality is similar in different
locations the comparison of the census results with the within state distributions from a state not used to
derive the names is strong evidence of a general pattern.
There are disadvantages to death certificates data as well. While we can capture intrastate
migration (the dominant migratory pattern early in the century), we cannot capture the effects of selective
migration. This would be particularly pressing for the study of names by race if black (white) migrants
were more (less) likely to have a black name. This is exacerbated by the large migratory flows from the
South during the Great Migration [Eichenlaub et al. 2010]. We view this as highly unlikely. Unless one
could successfully argue that a distinctly black name was strongly related to the probability of migration
(which itself could be investigated in subsequent work) our results would not be influenced by migration
itself. It is also important to note that both our identification and validation includes states that were
destinations during the Great Migration.

5 External Validity of the African American Names
5.1 First Name Distinctiveness
The first task is to show that the names we have identified in the census data have similar properties in the
death certificates. Table 1 shows the 17 name-sets identified as African American names in the census
records. For each name we compute the share of all males with the same first name who are African

American for the 1900 Census, 1920 Census and the death certificates, respectively. 9 For a name to be
perceived as belonging to one race, it would have to be the case that the name was shared by a
disproportionate number of African Americans. Although the names we identified came from frequency
counts of household heads, the shares that we estimate are for all males. For each sample of death
certificates, the proportional shares are within sample.
Table 1 shows that there were distinctively African American names in the early twentieth
century in the census data. These names are also distinctive in the death records. Not only are the names
identified as distinctive in the census records confirmed in the death certificate data, but the relative
distinctiveness is remarkably similar. Since the identification of the names in the census records was
based on their frequency and their disproportionate share, we view the fact that so many of the names are
also disproportionately held by African Americans in the death records as confirmation of their racial
distinctiveness.
Disproportionality of the names varies over space, however. For example, Abraham is much more
distinctive in Alabama and North Carolina than in Illinois, the land of Lincoln. Booker was universally
distinctive. In Alabama every name identified in the census was disproportionately black, and overall
more than 75 percent of the names identified in the census are disproportionate in each state. One
important departure is the name Master. Although Master appears to be disproportionate in the census
data, we could find no African American with that name in the Alabama records and the name was not
disproportionately held by African Americans in Illinois and North Carolina. While the general pattern
holds for nearly all of the names identified in the census, it is not the case that every name identified in
the census records is disproportionate in the death records. We view this as justification not only for
confirming the names identified in census data, but also the general falsifiability of our methodological
approach.
Most important, Table 1 shows that the names identified in the census data from records in
Georgia, Michigan, New York, and Washington, D.C. are also African American names in the death
9

For this purpose we account for misspellings and slight variations of names.

certificate data. This external validation is important in that it shows that the naming patterns were indeed
racial and not driven by regional or other factors that would leave names that would appear to be African
American when they are not. This robust pattern of name disproportionality suggest that the names
identified in the census records were indeed more likely to be held by African Americans.
In Table 2 we show further statistical measures of the distinctive nature of the names identified.
First, we estimate the correlation of the disproportionality in the death records with the measure from
census records. The results show the overall correlation is quite strong. While the Alabama correlations
are not as strong, this is partly due to the fact that the names are particularly disproportionate in the
Alabama data. Second, we address the frequency and relative likelihood of having one of these names.
One question would be related to the fraction of the overall black population that had these names. These
names may be distinctive but apply to a very small fraction of blacks and therefore unlike naming patterns
today. Interestingly, the overall shares are similar. While 3.1 percent of all African American male births
in the state of Massachusetts between 1974 and 1979 were assigned one of the nine names in resume audit
studies, 2 percent of all males in the death certificate data were named one of the names we identified in
census records.
We also find that whites were significantly less likely to have one of these names. Fewer than 1
percent of whites had one of these names in any state. An African American male in North Carolina is
nearly four times more likely than a white male to have one of the names we identified in the census data.
In Alabama, a black man was sixteen times more likely to have one of the names as a white man, and in
Illinois black men were more than twice as likely to have one of the black names identified in the Census
data.
We note that Table 1 shows that caution should be extended when constructing names indices
from various sources. Any source of names could contain a sizeable fraction of names that could be
distinct in one data source but not in another. This is one reason the external validation we emphasize is
key. Not only does reducing the sample size increase the likelihood of generating a distinctive name by
construction, but also regional name patterns must be distinguished from racial patterns. Given the

geographic segregation of the African American community at the time, Southern names in general will
be spuriously African American. In fact, some names that are not as predominant as African American
names in the census data are more strongly racial in the death certificate data. For example, Isaac is less
likely to be held by African Americans in the census data, where less than twenty percent of men holding
the name are African American, but more than eight-five percent of the men named Isaac in the North
Carolina death certificate data are African American. The same pattern holds for Moses, Elijah, and
Isaiah. The reverse is also true. Master represented a larger share in the census data than in the death
certificate data. 10
One issue with the measure of name shares is the fact that death certificates will include a large
number of infant deaths. Many infants in the past were not named at death. In keeping with conservative
(underestimates) of name shares we include every death record in our denominators for name proportions.
In the bottom panel of Table 2 we report the shares correcting for infant deaths. We stress that this
percentage includes infant births where the child was unnamed on the death certificate. Correcting for
infant mortality revises the historical percentage to well above two percent. In other words, when we
restrict ourselves to those surviving infancy our naming pattern is even more similar to the contemporary
naming pattern. In addition, the relative likelihood of a white man having a black name decreases, largely
due to the fact that infant mortality was higher among blacks than whites. Tables 1 and 2 establish that the
names we identified were indeed held by blacks disproportionality and exhibited a very similar pattern in
independent data sources.

5.2 Testing Conventional Wisdom Regarding Famous Names
There is some literature to suggest that the practice of naming males after political leaders and other
famous individuals was widespread in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and that this was
disproportionate for African Americans. There are anectodal examples of famous African Americans
10
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of distinctive names.

being named after prominent figures (e.g., George Washington Carver, George Washington Williams,
etc.). Ellison [1964], for example, notes that names carry a special significance for the African American
community. While reflecting on his own name (Ralph Waldo Ellison, having being named for Ralph
Waldo Emerson) he reveals that an older deceased sibling had been named for his paternal grandfather,
and therefore that name was unavailable to him. He also wonders, explicitly ``why hadn't he [his father]
named me after a hero, such as Jack Johnson, or a soldier like Colonel Charles Young, or a great seamen
like Admiral Dewey, or an educator like Booker T. Washington, or a great orator or abolitionist like
Frederick Douglass? Or again, why hadn't he named me (as so many Negro parents had done) after
President Teddy Roosevelt?'' [Ellison 1964: 154].
This brief passage, and other pieces contained in the ``Hidden Name and Complex Fate'' essay are
particularly illuminative. Ellison alludes to three facts. First, his father's prerogative in assigning his
name, consistent with Gutman's [1976] description of naming authority after emancipation. Second, the
fact that his elder male sibling had been named for after his paternal grandfather, also consistent with
Gutman's description. Third, the conventional wisdom that African Americans commonly named their
children after elders, celebrated leaders, and presidents. Given our approach, we test for the racial
distinctiveness of famous names to see if the conventional wisdom holds.
This requires analysis of both first and middle names in the data. The death records distinguish
between first and middle names, making an analysis of famous naming possible. In Table 3 we show the
blacks and whites in all three states had similar probabilities of having a middle name listed in the death
record. As such, any disproportionality (or lack thereof) will not be due to the presence of a middle name
per se. While our primary analysis is concentrated on first names, we also searched the records for
famous names to see if this conventional wisdom was suppported by the data. We identified the names of
14 presidents (15 when one adds Abraham, which is included in our baseline names) and two famous
individuals (Frederick Douglass and Benjamin Franklin). Searches for other famous names and other
presidents (John Brown, Grover Cleveland, Thaddeus Stevens, Nat Turner, and others) returned very few

matches. 11
Given the similarity in having a middle name, we investigate the conventional wisdom of famous
names in several ways. First, Table 3 shows that the probability of having a famous name was higher for
whites than blacks. Conditional on having a middle name, however, blacks were slightly more likely to
have a famous name in Illinois and North Carolina. In Table 3 we also show the within race distribution
of famous names for those who have famous names. For each state, we find similar distributions. Names
popular among blacks were similarly popular among whites. Both blacks and whites appear to gravitate
towards the same famous names with Frederick Douglass (the only African American famous name) an
obvious exception. In general, Table 3 shows that the distribution among those famous-named was
similar.
The issue is whether the famous names are more likely to be held by blacks. In Table 4 we
address the issue by analyzing name disproportionality. The disproportionality calculations show that
blacks were not more likely to name their children after famous individuals. The only instances where
blacks are slightly more likely to hold a famous name are with names that are relatively rare, such as
Benjamin Harrison or James Garfield. The conjecture that blacks were more likely to use famous names
is not supported by either the distribution of names among those with famous names nor by looking at
whether the names were disproportionately held by blacks. Blacks not only did not use famous names
more often, the famous names they chose were not different from whites overall.
We view this finding as important in two ways. First, the result shows that African Americans
and whites at the time practiced famous naming patterns in similar ways. It was not the case that African
Americans were more likely to be named after famous individuals. The distribution of the famous names
(among those with famous names) was largely the same. Second, the result shows that our approach is
falsifiable. The famous naming pattern was not distinctive, and the famous name found to be
disproportionate (Frederick Douglass) is the only famous name of an African American. We view this as
a positive—it shows that the approach of looking at name disproportionaly can not only reveal names that
11
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were distinctive, but also names which are commonly held among both races.
There are interesting patterns among white names. Some names strongly associated with political
events show marked regional distinction. Abraham Lincoln was a name not held among any whites in
Alabama and only a handful in North Carolina, while the name was one of the most popular in Illinois.
Ulysses Grant, the northern general who oversaw the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, was
particularly uncommon among whites in Alabama and North Carolina relative to Illinois. Indeed, the
percentage among whites in Illinois was ten times higher than in Southern states. Woodrow Wilson, a
southern Democrat and strong advocate for segregation, was much more prominent among southern
whites (2.57% and 4.05% for Alabama and North Cariolina, respectively) than for those in Illinois
(1.43%). The results of Table 3 suggest that name patterns in famous naming may reveal political
ideology and regional differences thereof.

6 Discussion and Future Directions
6.1 Considering Possible Mechanisms
When one considers that the very existence of racial first names in the past was unknown it would be a
daunting, if not premature, task to propose specific channels through which such a heretofore unknown
regularity would arise. Only after the naming pattern has been established and confirmed can we begin to
think seriously about its influence on any potential outcome. Finding any racial patterns in first names in
the American past is in and of itself a significant contribution to the historiography of the American
family. As such, considering any implications must be done with great care.
We preform a preliminary analysis of the correlation of the racially distinctive names we identify
with several outcomes. We construct a sample of males from the 1900-1920 IPUMS samples and create
an indicator variable for the names identified.

This indicator includes names that are commonly

mispelled or with common variations to ensure that we capture the phonetic name (for example, “Tetus”
and “Titas” are included as misspellings or variations of Titus). We include all males in this analysis in

order to investigate whether any potential correlations with these names are also present for those who are
not, in fact, African American.
Table 5 shows the results. We analyze the relationship between five measures: occupational
score (a proxy for income—for those aged 15 or above), literacy (age>15), school attendance (5<age<18),
missing parent (age<18) and number of siblings (age<18). The results show that black names are not
highly correlated with these outcomes overall. The only result that accrues to black names themselves is
family size. Those with black names come from larger familes—irrespective of race.
Among African Americans, black names are associated with worse schooling outcomes. Blacks
with black names are less likely to be literate and less likely to attend school. Both results imply that a
black name was associated with probabilities of being literate and of attending school that were more than
2 percent lower than those of blacks without black names. Given overall literacy and school enrollment
rates during this time period, this is a substantial difference. The presence of a black name accounts for
more than 5 percent of the black-white gaps in literacy and school enrollment rates. In contrast to the
schooling results, there is no evidence that having a black name is correlated with socioeconomic status.
There are no significant associations between of having a black name and occupational score or having a
missing parent.
While we stress that these results are preliminary, they do suggest that black names in the past are
correlated with outcomes of interest. The results of Table 5 stand in contrast to contemporary analysis,
which shows that black names are not related to outcomes once additional controls are included [Freyer
and Levitt 2004]. Indeed, the fact that these names are related to differences among African Americans
suggests that the names may be a useful tool for analyzing human capital differences among African
Americans themselves. Indeed, as our results include state-fixed effects, the name results that we have
here are not due to regional or state differences.

6.2 Name Selection

It could be the case that the names are a figment of selection. In particular, assuming a new name
in adulthood as opposed to using ones name assigned at birth. If those with distinctive names who
experienced positive outcomes chose to retain their names while others discarded them the result could be
endogenous. This would be an interesting fact as the current literature discusses the ways that African
Americans attempt to avoid the racial stigma of black names. If African Americans in the past chose to
use names due to outcomes, that would be worthy of note. The historical record, however, does not
provide any evidence of African Americans adopting different first names after the Reconstruction era. In
fact, the very lack of any literature documenting this practice suggests that it was rare. While Litwack
[1979] describes the power of names and the ability to choose names after emancipation, the later history
of African American life in the South provides no discussion of this issue [Litwack 1982, Hahn 2003,
Ritterhouse 2006, Hale 1998]. To the extent that the races separated after the Reconstruction era
[Woodward 1955], fewer interracial interactions would have given African American less incentives to
change names, and it is unclear why those with the most distinctive African American names would retain
them.
Overall, unlike the literature on European immigrants, whose name changes during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are well documented, there is no evidence that African
Americans did the same. While the lack of a literature on this subject does not mean it did not occur, the
lack of a discussion stands in stark contrast to the literature on name changes after the Civil War and the
literature on racial passing. Similarly, the literature on name changes consistently shows that name
changes were made by those seeking to avoid the stigma of an ethnic name. African Americans did not
have such an opportunity. As Wilkerson [2011] describes, name changes among African Americans
would have little effect on their outcomes and could not obscure their racial identity in the past. Unlike
today, anonymous means of screening (such as the review of resumes) did not occur in most occupations.
We do not believe that names identified here are the product of later-life name selection.

6.3 Future Directions
Given these striking results, we believe that further research on this topic should take two directions.
First, additional descriptive analysis of the predictors of the distinctive names—extending the analysis of
the previous section—is the natural first step. This information includes birthplaces, occupation, labor
force participation of parents, parental names and other measures. These and other household
characteristics would give us a better idea of factors that predict whether one would have a distinctive
name or not.A larger project matching the death certificates to census files would reveal even more about
the names and their social origins.
The second project is to uncover consequences of the names. This will include differences in
mortality due to the names, which can be ascertained from the death certificates [Cook, Logan and
Parman 2012]. A variety of other measures such as the literacy and occupation variables explored in
Section 6.1 as well as fertility, employment status and religious affiliation can be obtained from various
historical datasets and used to explore the mechanisms through which black names influenced outcomes.
Also, tax records could be used to investigate whether those with the names identified here are more
likely to hold property. Since census records allow for the identification of siblings, linking to the census
would also allow us use household-specific effects where one sibling would have an African American
name and the other would not. This would provide a strong test of the potential social explanations for the
effects of distinctive names, as in Parman [2010, 2012].

7 Conclusion
This paper presented the first evidence of racially distinctive naming patterns among African Americans
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The literature has never supposed that such a naming
pattern existed, yet we found robust evidence of names common among black men that were rarely used
by whites. We use a straightforward methodology and novel data sources to uncover this naming pattern.
We used census records to identify high-frequency names among household heads in selected states that

were disproportionately held by African Americans. This disproportionality held among all men in census
records. We then confirmed the racial disproportionality of those names using the death records of three
states. We found that the names were similarly disproportionately black in those independent data
sources.
Our method and results harken back to an earlier style of quantitative historical scholarship which
produced new facts that altered our understanding of the past. Fogel [1975a: 337] notes that such methods
form the backbone of rigorous quantitative historical work: "The most common method of direct
measurement in history is counting. My reference to counting as a rigorous method of measurement is not
to be taken derisively. I use portentous language for what appears to be an elementary operation partly
because I want to emphasize the dramatic change in interpretation that may result merely by moving from
an impression to an actual count." This paper provides such a dramatic interpretation. The existence of
these names changes the very definition of black names. Indeed, the most profound implication of this
work is that "black names" have a history which deserves further investigation.
The history of black names opens up a large number of new questions. What meaning did these
names have for the parents who chose them for their children? Were whites and blacks aware of the stark
disproportionality of these names? Did they have socioeconomic effects similar to black names today?
Were certain types of black families more or less likely to have these names in their families? Even more,
the evolution of black names raises even more interesting questions. Why did these names fall out of use?
Given the disproportionality found here, it is unlikely that these names were viewed as "white" names that
blacks would need to abandon. Also, if these names were linked to elders, why would names linked to
elders cease to be used? Could changes in family structure explain the decline in the frequency of these
names?
At a minimum, our results show that racial naming patterns existed is the past, long before the
Civil Rights Era. This hitherto unknown fact suggest that there are likely several pieces of the African
American experience which remain hidden from contemporary scholarship and which require serious and
sustained investigation. The discovery of the specific causes of this relationship will go hand in hand with

the development of the nascent literature on the political and social histories of African Americans in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
If naming patterns among African Americans represent cultural and social development and
family linkages [Engerman 1978], changes in those names would represent changes in those same
measures. Finding these historical racially identifiable names, which bear little relation to their
contemporary counterparts, necessitates a discussion of black cultural and social development after the
Civil War and before the Great Migration. This period marks the beginnings of a truly self-governing
African American community— the foundations of African American society and culture outside the
shadow of chattel bondage. While we have evidence of community development, the establishment of
institutions, new economic arrangements, and black political participation, many open questions remain.
This period has been relatively neglected in quantitative historical scholarship, and findings such as the
names presented here should stimulate further research into this period of American history.
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Table 1
Black Name Disproportionality in Census and Death Records
Share of All Males with Same First Name who are African American
North
First Name

Alabama

Illinois

Carolina

1900 Census

1920 Census

1908-1959

1916-1947

1910-1970

Abe/Abraham

37.50%

34.62%

79.17%

5.15%

55.75%

Alonzo

14.64%

50.00%

13.88%

54.05%

Ambrose

10.70%

8.44%

47.06%

6.60%

20.48%

Booker

85.19%

99.51%

98.25%

94.20%

94.34%

Elijah

28.81%

36.05%

56.78%

16.51%

49.01%

Freeman

37.50%

25.00%

39.19%

86.16%

40.59%

Isaac

19.68%

19.55%

56.71%

8.45%

87.54%

Isaiah

46.56%

49.23%

94.70%

51.61%

71.49%

Israel

15.35%

9.29%

89.66%

4.93%

11.61%

King

57.08%

48.91%

75.51%

35.04%

66.76%

Master

25.00%

31.28%

---

3.17%

19.09%

Moses

36.85%

38.98%

69.92%

21.52%

68.11%

Percy

30.20%

23.40%

33.66%

73.57%

56.86%

Perlie/Purlie/Pearlie

51.10%

80.00%

25.93%

90.00%

46.11%

53.90%

33.33%

82.14%

32.50%

Presley/Presly
Prince

78.05%

69.18%

94.78%

62.12%

82.46%

Titus

32.93%

28.94%

90.48%

16.67%

30.48%

27.57%

11.64%

5.52%

30.83%

Share of all men who are African American
24.95%

Notes: 1900 and 1920 Census measures are from all male names from 5% IPUMS samples
from Georgia, Michigan, New York, and Washington, DC.

Table 2
Descriptive Measures of Name Distinctiveness
Correlation of Death Record Disproportionality with Census Disproportionality
Alabama

Illinois

North Carolina

Census Year

1908-1959

1916-1947

1910-1970

1900

0.449

0.665

0.685

1920

0.216

0.627

0.553

Share of all African American men with an African American name
1.92%

1.66%

2.04%

0.70%

0.55%

Share of all white men with an African American name
0.12%

Relative (black/white) likelihood of having an African American name
16.27

2.37

3.69

Proportions Excluding Infants (deaths before one year of age)
Share of all African American men with an African American name
2.17%

2.11%

2.68%

0.79%

0.73%

Share of all white men with an African American name
0.12%

Relative (black/white) likelihood of having an African American name
18.38

2.67

3.65

Notes: 1900 and 1920 Census measures are from all male names from 5%
IPUMS samples from Georgia, Michigan, New York, and Washington, DC.

Table 3
Males Named After Famous Individuals
Alabama

Illinois

North Carolina

1908-1959

1916-1947

1910-1970

Black

White

Black

White

Black

White

14.08%

10.29%

21.77%

49.04%

38.66%

83.54%

0.17%

0.26%

1.05%

1.69%

0.81%

0.53%

1.05%

0.82%

Percent with middle name
Percent with famous name (first and middle match to a famous name)
0.10%

0.12%

Percent with famous name conditional on having middle name
0.72%

1.19%

Within-Race distribution of famous names
Alabama

Illinois

North Carolina

Black

White

Black

White

Black

White

Benjamin Franklin

12.23%

13.81%

8.72%

0.98%

7.47%

1.64%

Frederick Douglass

9.35%

0.00%

4.70%

0.00%

9.56%

0.00%

George Washington

30.94%

26.05%

34.23%

37.69%

37.63%

32.83%

Thomas Jefferson

8.63%

14.27%

8.72%

15.84%

3.82%

9.13%

James Madison

3.60%

7.10%

4.70%

5.16%

2.21%

4.48%

James Monroe

4.32%

8.19%

8.05%

7.75%

4.00%

10.35%

Andrew Jackson

7.19%

18.88%

6.71%

16.27%

6.03%

11.68%

William Harrison

1.44%

2.57%

4.70%

5.32%

2.33%

3.89%

Ulysses Grant

1.44%

0.16%

2.68%

2.38%

0.66%

0.19%

James Garfield

1.44%

0.39%

2.68%

0.79%

2.87%

1.76%

Chester Arthur

1.44%

0.39%

2.68%

1.61%

1.55%

0.91%

Grover Cleveland

5.04%

4.29%

1.34%

2.70%

2.57%

10.28%

Benjamin Harrison

1.44%

0.70%

2.68%

1.45%

1.49%

2.53%

William McKinley

4.32%

0.31%

4.70%

0.40%

7.77%

4.03%

Theodore Roosevelt

2.88%

0.31%

2.68%

0.24%

7.83%

2.24%

Woodrow Wilson

4.32%

2.57%

0.00%

1.43%

2.21%

4.05%

Total with Famous Names

139

1,282

149

3,781

1,674

Notes: Percent is for percent of men in each respective death record with one of the famous names
listed in the table.

5,805

Table 4
Racial Disproportionality of Famous Names
Alabama

Illinois

North Carolina

1908-1959

1916-1947

1910-1970

5.52%

30.83%

Share of all men who are African American
11.64%

Within-State Racial Disproportionality of Famous Names
Benjamin Franklin

8.76%

26.00%

56.82%

Frederick Douglass

100.00%

100.00%

100.00%

George Washington

11.41%

3.46%

24.84%

Thomas Jefferson

6.15%

2.12%

10.77%

James Madison

5.21%

3.47%

12.46%

James Monroe

5.41%

3.93%

10.03%

Andrew Jackson

3.97%

1.60%

12.97%

William Harrison

5.71%

3.37%

14.72%

Ulysses Grant

50.00%

4.26%

50.00%

James Garfield

28.57%

11.76%

32.00%

Chester Arthur

28.57%

6.15%

32.91%

Grover Cleveland

11.29%

1.92%

6.72%

Benjamin Harrison

18.18%

6.78%

14.53%

William McKinley

60.00%

31.82%

35.71%

Theodore Roosevelt

50.00%

30.77%

50.19%

Woodrow Wilson

15.38%

0.00%

13.60%

Percent of names where black share is greater than population share
(excluding Frederick Douglass)
46.67%

40.00%

40.00%

9.16%

25.22%

Average Disproportionality (excluding Frederick Douglass)
20.57%

Notes: Disproportionality is the fraction of all men with a given famous name
who are African American.

Table 5
Correlates of Black Names, 1900-1920 Census Files

Black
Black Name
Black*Black Name
Urban
Age
Age^2/100
Age^3/10,000
1910 Census
1920 Census

Occupational
Score
-4.296
(0.221)***
-0.015
(0.116)
-0.148
(0.132)
8.571
(0.431)***
1.292
(0.051)***
-2.499
(0.107)***
1.506
(0.070)***
0.162
(0.044)***
0.501
(0.083)***

Literacy

Attended
School

Missing Parent

Number of
Siblings

-0.287
(0.021)***
-0.009
(0.007)
-0.022
(0.011)**
0.034
(0.007)***
-0.002
(0.002)
0.002
(0.004)
-0.002
(0.003)
0.012
(0.004)***
0.03
(0.006)***

-0.151
(0.013)***
0.002
(0.007)
-0.025
(0.011)**
0.0004
(0.0075)
0.529
(0.035)***
-3.182
(0.316)***
4.490
(0.876)***
0.210
(0.006)***
0.236
(0.009)***

0.162
(0.004)***
-0.009
(0.008)
-0.003
(0.011)
0.023
(0.005)***
0.012
(0.001)***
-0.066
(0.008)***
0.482
(0.034)***
-0.019
(0.001)***
-0.027
(0.002)***

-0.206
(0.030)***
0.264
(0.049)***
-0.108
(0.068)
-0.436
(0.077)***
0.199
(0.006)***
-0.556
(0.053)***
-2.038
(0.208)***
-0.103
(0.016)***
-0.152
(0.026)***

2
0.24
0.16
0.29
0.06
0.06
R
N
1,760,052
1,931,557
812,181
1,160,244
1,160,244
Note: The regression sample is all males in 1900, 1910, and 1920 IPUMS samples meeting the
following age restrictions:
Occupational Score: Only those above age 15
Literacy: Only those above age 15
Attends School: Only those aged 5-18
Missing Parent: Only those under age 18
Number of Siblings: Only those under age 18
Literacy, Attended School and Missing Parent are linear probability models. All regressions are estimaed by
OLS. Standard errors are clustered at the state level. All regressions include state fixed effects.
. * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01

