
WOMEN’S ROLES IN ANTEBELLUM AMERICA

STUDENT VERSION

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

•	 Item 1: 1850 Census Return

•	 Item 2: 1851 Political Cartoon

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to gather information from a primary source.

•	 I will be able to interpret a political cartoon from 1851 in historical context.

•	 I will be able to find evidence of women’s rights issues during the Antebellum Period in an 1850 Census 
questionnaire and an 1851 political cartoon.

The decades leading up to the Civil War were a time of great change in the United States — politically, 
economically, and socially. Rapid economic growth brought about a growing middle class, in which many 
women were better educated than previous generations of their peers. At the same time, a greater number of 
lower-class women began working outside the home to earn a living. These and other changes led to gender 
equality becoming one of the most important societal issues of the era.



CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS� HISTORY  |  PAGE 1

WOMEN’S ROLES IN ANTEBELLUM AMERICA� STUDENT VERSION

NAME:                                DATE:            

Answer the following questions using Item 1: 1850 Census Return, which lists the responses of several 
households in Kentucky.

1.	 Record several observations and questions about the data.

2.	 Looking closely at column 7, what do the wording of the prompt and the answers provided reveal about 
the role of women at the time? Explain.

Answer the following questions using Item 2: 1851 Political Cartoon, which was featured in Harper’s New 
Monthly Magazine in July of that year. The cartoon’s caption reads, “Upon my word, Mr. Peewitt! Is this the way 
you fill up your census? So you call yourself the ‘head of the family’ — do you — and me a female!”

3.	 Who are the characters in the cartoon, and what are they doing?

4.	 What does the caption tell you about what’s really going on in the scene?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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5.	 How are the woman and the man portrayed physically in the cartoon? Why do you think the illustrator 
chose to draw them that way?

Answer the last question using both Items 1 and 2.

6.	 Do the two items support or contradict each other in terms of what they reveal about women’s rights 
during the Antebellum Period? Use specific details to support your answer.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: 1850 Census Return

www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/programs-surveys/sis/resources/historical-documents-and-images/h03-figure6.jpg

Click on the link above to view the census return online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/programs-surveys/sis/resources/historical-documents-and-images/h03-figure6.jpg
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Item 2: 1851 Political Cartoon

www.census.gov/main/.in/php_module/lightbox/media.php?I_de573330249590dfb8f201907a585880

Click on the link above to view the cartoon online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/main/.in/php_module/lightbox/media.php?I_de573330249590dfb8f201907a585880



