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Title:
Was Slavery the Fundamental Cause of the American Civil War?

Subject Areas:
United States History


African-American History

Grade Level:
10 – 12

Overview:
In this lesson, students will examine the controversial premise that slavery 


was the primary cause of the Civil War.  Using primary and secondary 


sources, students will examine the words of Southern secessionists in order to 


substantiate this premise. Students will also consider some contemporary 


issues relating to the legacy of the Confederacy.
Essential

Understanding:
Slavery, not the Constitutional issue of states’ rights, was the primary motive 


for Southern secession.  Political leaders, soldiers and average citizens of the 


Confederacy understood that slavery and white supremacy were the 


fundamental causes of the Civil War.

Essential

Question:
Were slavery and white supremacy the major issues causing Southern 


secession and the Civil War?

Connecticut

Standards:
Content Standard #1:
  Historical Thinking


Content Standard #2:
  Historical Themes


Content Standard #3:
  Applying History

Objectives:
Students will be able to:

1) Analyze and interpret several primary sources regarding slavery and secession.

2) Compare “traditional” commonly accepted Civil War causation interpretation with more recent historical interpretation.

3) Debate the issue of slavery as the primary cause of the Civil War.

Materials Needed:
1)
“Confronting Slavery and Revealing the ‘Lost Cause’,” a six page article 



by historian James Oliver Horton –



http://crm.cr.nps.gov/archive/21-4/21-4-5.pdf


2)
Letter of Stephen F. Hale, Secession Commissioner from Alabama, to 



Governor Beriah Magoffin of Kentucky, December 27, 1860 – 



http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1959
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Lesson Plan

Prior to beginning the lesson, students will be assigned to read James O. Horton’s article, “Confronting Slavery and Revealing the ‘Lost Cause’.”  Students should be prepared to discuss the reading in class.

Day 1:
Class Discussion Questions:


1)
Was slavery the primary cause of Southern secession and the Civil War?  



Were there other major issues?


2)
According to Horton which factor causing secession and war between the 



North and South would be ranked number one:  states’ rights, tariffs, 



slavery, differing economies or cultures?

4) What historical evidence supports a claim that the primary cause of secession and the Civil War was slavery?

5) What reasons did Confederate President Jefferson Davis, Vice President Alexander Stevens, and other Southern secessionists give to justify secession?

Homework:

Read Alabama secessionist commissioner Stephen F. Hale’s letter to the governor of Kentucky to prepare for class activity:  a debate over Hale’s arguments for Southern secession.
Day 2:
Class Debate:  The Stephen F. Hale Letter:  Secession and Southern Racial

Attitudes

Divide the class into two groups to debate the pros and cons of the following 


statement, basing their arguments primarily on the views expressed by Hale:



The secession of the Southern states from the Union was based on 



Southern whites’ racist belief in white supremacy.

Day 3:
Essay and Discussion:  The 2010 Commemoration of Confederate History 


Month in Virginia


Read the following statement to the class and assign students to write an 


essay in the form of a letter about the Confederate legacy:


In 2010, Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell issued a very controversial 


proclamation declaring April to be “Confederate History Month.”  Many 


opponents of the governor’s decision to issue this proclamation argued that
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the celebration of the Confederacy was an insult to African-Americans who are descendants of the four million slaves the South fought to keep in bondage.  The proclamation stirred up a national debate over slavery, the Confederacy and Civil War causation.  Many Americans felt the proclamation was painful, divisive, and racially insensitive.

Based on historical information learned about the Civil War from this lesson’s readings and class discussions, write a two page letter to Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell supporting or opposing his proclamation of Confederate History Month.

After completing their letters have students share their views in a discussion based on the following question:

“Should the Confederacy be celebrated as a noble struggle for Southern liberty and sovereignty or should it be remembered as the most unpatriotic and treasonous act in the history of the United States?

Suggested Assessment / Evaluation

Students will be evaluated based on the following criteria:

1) Each student must actively participate in the group discussions and debate.

2) Students must evaluate the primary source material critically and analytically.

3) Students must demonstrate an understanding of the historical context of the document and the slavery controversy.

4) Students must defend their point of view.

5) Students must write an essay supporting their position on the issue with historical evidence.
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Resources

Davis, William C.  The Cause Lost:  Myths and Realities of the Confederacy (Lawrence, 1996).
Dew, Charles.  Apostles of Discussion:  Southern Secession Commissioners and the Causes of the Civil War (Charlottesville, 2001).*
Finkelman, Paul.  Defending Slavery:  Proslavery Thought in the Old South:  A Brief History with Documents.  (Boston, 2003).
Gates, Henry Sims, Jr., (ed).  Lincoln on Race and Slavery.  (Princeton, 2009).
Hale, Stephen F. Letter to the Governor of Kentucky.  (December 27, 1860). http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1959
Horton, James Oliver.  “Confronting Slavery and Revealing the ‘Lost Cause’.”  http://crm.cr.nps.gov/archive/21-4/21-4-5.pdf

Lincoln, Abraham.  Second Inaugural Address. (Washington, DC, March 4, 1865).  http://showcase.netins.net/web/creative/lincoln/speeches/inaug2.htm
McPherson, James M. Battle Cry of Freedom:  The Civil War Era.  (New York, 1988).
McPherson, James M. For Cause and Comrades:  Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York, 1997).

*This book is an important study of Southern secession causation based on the records of secession commissioners.  It includes several primary sources including the Hale letter and is a reasonable resource for teaching this lesson.
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