
ANTEBELLUM ECONOMY -  
UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYENT IN 1850

STUDENT VERSION

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

• Item 1: Employments of the Free Male Population of the United States Over Fifteen Years of Age: 1850

Student Learning Objectives:
• I will be able to interpret a primary source from 1850 to calculate percentages.

• I will be able to compare and contrast northern and southern economies in the years leading up to 
the Civil War.

• I will be able to write and answer my own questions about 1850 Census data.
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NAME:                DATE:       

Answer the following questions using Item 1: Employments of the Free Male Population of the United States 
Over Fifteen Years of Age: 1850.

1. Summarize what the data show as well as how and when they were collected. Also mention a couple 
groups of people that are not included in the table.

2. Fill in the following pieces of information.

a. The state or territory with the greatest number of free men in the Army:

b. The number of domestic servants working in Pennsylvania:

c. The total number of free men employed in Delaware:

d. The percentage of the total number of free men working in sea and river navigation:

e. The employment category with the greatest number of free men in Louisiana:

http://www.census.gov/schools
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3. In 1850, the U.S. Census Bureau changed the way it collected information about American citizens for 
the decennial census. It added questions — about taxes, schools, crime, wages, the value of one’s estate, 
and mortality — and listed the name of each free person in the home (no longer just of the primary 
person who completed the form). Census Bureau workers also asked about the job of each person in the 
home who was older than 15. During this time, the United States was transforming from an agrarian — or 
agriculture-based — society to an industrial — or industry-based — economy.

With this information in mind, why do you think the census changed? How do you think this new 
information would be used by the U.S. Congress, state and local government agencies, and/or 
the general public?

4. In the following chart, list five common jobs during the Antebellum Period and today.

Common Jobs in America

During the Antebellum Period What You Typically See Today
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5. Looking at the jobs you just wrote in your chart, how are they similar and how are they different?

6. Name several jobs from the Antebellum Period that would fit in the commerce and nonagricultural labor 
employment categories, which may or may not include jobs from your table in question 4.

7. Looking at the last row of data in the item, which category of employment has the largest percentage of 
free male workers in 1850?
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8. Select three northern states and three southern states, and then calculate the percentage of each state’s 
free male population older than 15 employed in agriculture and the percentage employed in commerce 
and in nonagricultural labor. Record your answers in the following data table, rounding to the tenths place.

Formula:
Percent of state’s free male population
older than 15 working in a specific sector

Example: 
Percent of New York’s free male 
population older than 15 working 
in agriculture

Percent of New York’s free male population 
older than 15 employed in commerce and 
nonagricultural labor

total number of free men
working in the specific sector

total number of free men 
in the state

x 100=

313,980

888,294
x 100 = 35.3%=

(312,697 + 196,613)

888,294
x 100 = 57.3%=
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Percentage of State Population (Free Men Older Than 15) Working in  
Agriculture or in Commerce and Nonagricultural Labor

Percentage working in agriculture
Percentage working in commerce and 

nonagricultural labor

Northern States

Southern States
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9. Using your table and your background knowledge, compare and contrast northern and southern 
economies prior to the Civil War, being sure to address the role of free labor versus that of slave labor in 
each economy.

10. Explain how the differences between the economies of the North and South may have caused a problem 
for the nation.

11. Imagine you are the teacher: Write three questions — including at least one open-ended, critical-thinking 
question — and answer them using Item 1. (Think to yourself: What would I want my students to know?)
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Item 1: Employments of the Free Male Population of the United States 
Over Fifteen Years of Age: 1850

www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/resources/historical-docs-images/h03-figure1.pdf 

To view the data in an easier-to-read table, click on the link above.
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