Slavery in the New York State census, 1800

Introduction

While numbers do not explain the everyday realities of slavery in the eighteenth century, they do
provide a sense of the pervasiveness of the peculiar institution even in a northern state like New
York. This broadside provides figures from the 1800 census in New York. It offers a breakdown
of the free population of each county in the state as well as three-fifths of the number of enslaved
people present. The US Constitution permitted 60 percent, or three-fifths, of enslaved people to
be counted toward the total population of each state in a compromise designed to provide the
southern states with greater representation in Congress and the Electoral College.

It is well known that the “three-fifths clause” of the Constitution enhanced southern claims to
power. However, what is less known is the North’s complicity in slavery, which is illustrated
through these census numbers. While New York’s leaders had passed a bill for the gradual
abolition of slavery in 1799, it was not fully implemented until 1827. Therefore, New York
included 60 percent of those held in bondage within its borders in the census counts of 1800,
1810, and 1820. The number of enslaved people in New York was minuscule compared to the
number held in the South, however; the three-fifths of those enslaved (equaling 12,362 persons in
the census) counted in New York in 1800 was not enough for even half a seat in the House of
Representatives.

Questions for Discussion

Read the document introduction, study the image, and apply your knowledge of American history
in order to answer these questions.

1. Until recently, most textbooks linked slavery to the agrarian South and rarely mentioned
the existence of slavery in northern states. How can we explain why slavery was in fact
embedded in the economy of New York State?

2. How does the document illustrate the prominence of the “City and County of New York™”
within New York State?

3. To a foreign observer, how would this document square with the ideals expressed in the
Declaration of Independence?
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Census results, New York State, ca. 1800. (Gilder Lehrman Collection, GLC08893)
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