
 

 

Slavery in Missouri Statistics 
-  Census Analysis -  Primary 
Document Activity 
 

Main Idea 
 
Students will use data from the 1860 United States census to draw 
conclusions about slavery in Missouri and its effect on the Civil 
War in the state. 
 
Time  
 

25–35 minutes 
 

Grade Level  
 
8th grade–high school 
 
Background 
 

The relatively small population of enslaved people in 
Missouri prior to and during the Civil War differentiated it from 
the rest of the Southern states, some of which had larger slave 
populations in 1860 than free.1 

In addition, Missouri had an influx of immigrants from 
Europe and Eastern states that caused a shift in the political 
leanings of the state’s largest city, St. Louis.2 

These two factors, which are both evidenced in the 1860 
census, helped to explain why Missouri, unlike other slave states, 
remained—however tentatively—in the Union. The small number 
of slaves meant that fewer of Missouri’s citizens had a financial 

                                                             
1 U.S. Census, 1860. 
2 Louis S. Gerteis, Civil War St. Louis (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2001). 
 



 

 

stake in the preservation of the “peculiar institution.” In addition, 
the growth of immigrant groups created a population that was 
threatened by the free labor that slavery provided. They in turn 
supported the supremacy of white labor and for that reason 
supported the abolition of slavery.3 
 
 
Objectives 
 
Students will… 
1. Increase their familiarity with primary documents and how they 

are used. 
2. Learn how to use raw data to form conclusions. 
3. Gain proficiency in determining percentages. 
4. Learn how Missouri came to be in its position as a border state 

during the Civil War. 
 
Additional Resources 
 
• Gerteis, Louis S. Civil War St. Louis. Lawrence: University 

Press of Kansas, 2001. 
 
• Trexler, Harrison Anthony. Slavery in Missouri, 1804–1865. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1914.  
 
• U.S. Census, 1860. 

http://www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/decennial/1860.html  
 
 
 
 

                                                             
3 David P. Thelen, Paths of Resistance: Tradition and Dignity in Industrializing Missouri (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986). 



 

 

Materials 
 
1860 census (one per student) 
Nativity of the Free Population of the County and City of St. 
Louis, Missouri (one per student)  
Copy of slavery statistics worksheet (one per student) 
Pens/pencils 
Paper 
 

Grade Level Expectations 
 
GLE Content 
Social Studies 
SS7.A Identify, select, use, and 
create appropriate 
resources for social science 
inquiry 

Students will use and interpret 
primary documents. 

SS2a.H Understanding the 
causes and consequences of the 
Civil War 

Students will explore slavery, a 
primary cause of the Civil War. 

SS7.A Using primary and 
secondary sources 

Students will analyze three 
primary documents and 
contextualize them. 

Communication Arts 
Information Literacy 1B Students will use primary 

sources to acquire relevant 
information. 

Information Literacy 1C Students will record information 
in an organized fashion. 

Mathematics  
Numbers and Operations 1B Students will use raw data to 

form percentages. 



 

 

Algebraic Relationships 1B Students will find patterns and 
meanings from tables of data. 

Algebraic Relationships 3A Students will model situations 
using graphs. 

Data and Probability 2A Students will analyze data and 
describe its meaning. 

 
 

Procedure 
 
Phase Description 



 

 

Introduction Step 1: Ask students, “Was the 
state of Missouri a slave state or 
a free state? In other words, did 
Missouri allow slavery or not?”  
You will probably get a variety 
of answers. When you call on 
someone who thinks Missouri 
was a slave state, ask them, 
“Did Missouri fight for the 
North or the South?” You may 
have to explain that while 
Missouri had a Southern 
government that joined the 
Confederacy, its Northern 
government remained in control 
of most of the state throughout 
the war. Once the class has 
settled on the fact that Missouri 
was a slave state and it stayed 
with the Union, ask “Why did it 
not secede with the other slave 
states?” 
Tell them that by looking at 
figures from the 1860 census 
they will find clues to answer 
that question.  
 



 

 

Main Step 2: Pass out a copy of the 
census of 1860, Nativity of the 
Free Population of the County 
and City of St. Louis, Missouri, 
and slavery in Missouri 
worksheet to each student. 
 
Step 3: Instruct students to 
complete the worksheet. If 
necessary, review how to find 
percentages.  
 
Step 4: Once students complete 
the computations in the 
worksheet, ask them: “How do 
you think Missouri’s relatively 
small slave population affected 
its position in the Civil War?” 
and “How do you think St. 
Louis’s population growth did 
the same?” 



 

 

Conclusion Step 5: After a good discussion, 
share with students the answers 
to the questions. 
Answer: The growth of 
Missouri’s population brought 
large immigrant and Eastern-
born people to Missouri, making 
St. Louis a Union stronghold but 
creating tensions across the 
state.  
In addition, the small slave 
population in Missouri helped to 
keep the state in the Union 
because fewer Missourians 
depended on slavery for their 
livelihood.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Census of 1860 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nativity of the Free Population of the County and City of St. Louis, Missouri (from the 
1860 Census) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 


