
THE MISSOURI COMPROMISE - A PRIMARY SOURCE ANALYSIS

STUDENT VERSION

Activity Item
The following item is part of this activity and appears at the end of this student version.

• Item 1: 1820 Census Tables

Student Learning Objectives
• I will be able to use a primary source to understand a historical event.

• I will be able to read and interpret tables of data from the 1820 Census.

• I will be able to explain the relationship between the Missouri Compromise and 1820 Census data for 
Maine and Missouri.
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NAME:                DATE:       

1. In February 1820, the U.S. Congress faced a difficult challenge concerning the regulation of slavery. The 
pro-slavery and anti-slavery factions in Congress were intensely divided on whether to admit the Missouri 
territory as a state that allowed slavery or as a state that forbade it. At the time, equal numbers of states 
(11) permitted and prohibited slavery, so many Americans feared upsetting the balance of “free states” 
and “slave states.”

Why was maintaining the balance between free and slave states in the Senate so important? Why did 
people fear either a majority of free states or a majority of slave states?

2. In March 1820, Congress reached a compromise on the issue by admitting Missouri as a slave state while 
also admitting Maine (which had been part of Massachusetts) as a free state. The decision also included 
an amendment that forbade slavery in all U.S. land north of the 36°30’ parallel — except for land in 
Missouri. This legislation became known as the Missouri Compromise, but it was temporary. Why didn’t 
the Missouri Compromise last?

3. Use Item 1: 1820 Census Tables to answer the following questions and prompts.

a. What information is presented in the tables? Be as specific as you can, providing examples where 
appropriate.

b. The 1820 Census began approximately six months after Congress passed the Missouri Compromise. 
Looking at the 1820 Census data for the newly formed states of Maine and Missouri, what evidence 
do you see of this decision?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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c. Between Maine and Missouri, which state had the greater number of “free colored persons,” and does 
this make sense in historical context? Why or why not?

d. Look at the final column, labeled “Representative Numbers,” in the Maine and Missouri “free colored 
persons” tables. These numbers represent the total population (both free and enslaved) in each state, 
adjusted according to the Three-Fifths Compromise, which was used to determine the number of 
delegates that state would have in the House of Representatives. In 1821, the ratio for apportionment 
was one representative per 40,000 people.

Using this information and what you know about the “Jefferson method” of apportionment, estimate 
the number of delegates that Maine and Missouri would have in the House of Representatives in 1821. 
Show your work.

4. Based on your calculations from question 3d, do you think the Missouri Compromise was successful in 
maintaining a balance of power in Congress? (Keep in mind that both Maine and Missouri, like all other 
states, were also allowed two senators in the Senate and that this designation was not dependent on 
population.) Explain your answer.

5. How are the effects of the Missouri Compromise visible in data from the 1820 Census?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: 1820 Census Tables

Maine Free Colored Persons

Males Females

Representative 
Numbers

(State Population)

Males 
under 14 

years 

Males 
of 14 
and 

under 
26

Males 
of 26 
and 

under 
45

Males of 
45 and 

upwards

Females 
under 14 

years 

Females 
of 14 and 
under 26

Females 
of 26 and 
under 45

Females 
of 45 and 
upwards

170 86 91 90 168 115 126 83 298,335

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: 1820 Census Tables (Continued)

Missouri Slaves

Males Females

Males 
under 14 

years

Males of 
14 and 

under 26

Males of 
26 and 

under 45

Males of 
45 and 

upwards

Females 
under 14 

years 

Females 
of 14 and 
under 26

Females 
of 26 and 
under 45

Females of 45 
and upwards

2,491 1,511 852 487 2,281 1,461 855 284

Missouri Free Colored Persons

Males Females

Representative 
Numbers

(State Population)

Males 
under 

14 
years 

Males 
of 14 
and 

under 
26

Males 
of 26 
and 

under 
45

Males of 
45 and 

upwards

Females 
under 14 

years 

Females 
of 14 and 
under 26

Females 
of 26 and 
under 45

Females of 45 
and upwards

93 40 36 17 62 39 34 26 62,496

http://www.census.gov/schools
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