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Major Topics: 
 Slavery 

 States’ Rights 

 Sectional Differences 

How did slavery cause the Civil War? 

This first lesson centers on one of the most 
significant and contested issues in the study of 
the Civil War – the cause of the war itself.  The 
most important cause of the Civil War was slavery 
because it underpinned all other causes.  
Sectional differences in geography, climate and 
economy between the North and South also 
contributed to the division, as did the unsettled 
constitutional question of states’ rights.  Taken 
together, the South’s desire to keep slavery 
against the desires of the Northern majority 
reinforced sectional differences and fueled the 
argument for states’ rights.   

 
This lesson will provide opportunities for students 
to develop their chronological thinking skills and 
further expand their understanding of cause and 
effect reasoning.  

 
 

 

Civil War Lesson #1: 
The Road to War 

“Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” Woodcut image from an 1837 
broadside publication of John Greenleaf Whittier's antislavery poem, 
"Our Countrymen in Chains." Source:  Library of Congress, http://w 
ww loc gov/pictures/item/2008661312/ 
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Procedures 
Step 1:  Civil War Pre-Test (Class Time: 30 minutes) 

Distribute copies of the Civil War Pre-Test (CW1.1), or have students take the pre-test online.  
The pre-test assesses what students remember from earlier units about the conflict over slavery 
in the western territories, the compromises agreed upon to avoid war, and regional differences.  
The pre-test also tests students on the historical thinking skills which are taught in this unit, 
including their ability to differentiate between primary and secondary sources, consider 

perspective, make an interpretation, cite evidence, and analyze charts or graphs.  Using the attached Civil War 
Pre-Test Key (CW1.1-K), review student answers to determine what content and/or disciplinary skills need 
reviewing.  Suggestions for re-teaching are provided.  
 

Step 2:  Unit Introduction: American Freedom (Class Time: 20 minutes) 

Introduce the unit focus question: “Was the Civil War a War for Freedom?”  Explain to students 
that the most significant result of the war was the end of slavery in most states.  The 13th 
Amendment passed after the Civil War ensured freedom for all in the United States.  As students 
study what happened during the Civil War, they will explore the many different meanings of the 
word “freedom,” and collect evidence about freedom from each lesson in the unit.  At the end of 

the unit, they will make their own interpretation based on the evidence to answer the question.  Tell students 
that their first task is define what freedom means to them.  Pass out American Freedom Now and Then 
(CW1.2) and review with the whole class the meanings of political, economic and social.  Have students answer 
the first question independently.  Next, have students answer the second question with a partner.  Debrief as a 
whole class.  Record answers on a butcher paper Freedom Wall to post on wall, as in Freedom Wall Lesson 1 
(CW1.3).  You will be adding evidence to this wall throughout the unit.   
 

Step 3:  Lesson Introduction: Causes of the Civil War (Class Time: 10 minutes) 

Tell students that this first lesson is about 
the causes of the Civil War.  Explain that a 
civil war is fought between two opposing 
groups within a country.  Ask students 
whether they have guesses as to why the 

United States fought a civil war and which two groups were 
in conflict.  Record class answers on the board.  Pass out 
America in the 1860s (CW1.4) and review the opening 
information with students.  Have them lavel the states on 
the map and answer the questions.  Pay close attention to 
the maps.  Ask students, “What are the significant 
differences between the 1850 and the 1865 map?” and “Do 
these maps support your guesses or give us clues as to why 
there was a civil war?”  Field student responses and explain 

Map showing the comparative area of the Northern and Southern states east 
of the Rocky Mountains, 1861.  Illus. in: Harper's Weekly, v. 5, no. 217 (1861 
February 23), p. 124. Source:  Library of Congress, 
h l i i  
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that they will be looking at a variety of primary and secondary sources – maps, graphs, and written sources - to 
identify the causes of the Civil War.   

 

Procedures (continued) 

Step 4:  Slavery (Class Time:  35 minutes) 
Explain to students that they will be looking at 
the role of slavery in causing the Civil War.   
Distribute The Civil War’s Greatest Myth 
(CW1.10).  Tell students to answer these 
questions as they watch the History Channel’s 

free film clip, “Civil War’s Greatest Myth” 
http://www.history.com/topics/american-civil-
war/videos#civil-wars-greatest-myth (2:41 minutes).  Play it 
several times.  Go over the answers with the students, using 
The Civil War’s Greatest Myth Key (CW1.10-K). Explain that 
historians and the general public often disagree about 

interpretations of history, such as what caused 
important events.  Distribute The Role of 
Slavery (CW1.5) reading. Next, tell students to 

read this brief reading and use it and their 
completed answers from CW1.8 as notes in order 

to write a short (one-paragraph) answer to this question:  Why 
was slavery the cause of the Civil War? 

 
Step 5: Sectionalism (Class Time: 50 minutes) 

Tell students that slavery helped cause sectionalism (loyalty to one’s region rather than to the 
nation).  Regional differences between the North and the South also led to sectionalism and 
conflict.  To understand the regional differences, they will look at charts and graphs taken from 
the 1860 Census.  Divide the class into 8 groups.  Give each group one chart or graph from 
Understanding the 1860 Census (CW1.5).  Tell them to answer the questions about their data.  

Have each group share their data and answers to the questions.  Using CW1.5-K, summarize the important 
points for students, on the board or overhead, and have them take notes.  Finally, pass out Sectionalism in 
America: North versus South (CW1.6) and have all students answer the first two questions.  For more 
advanced students, assign question 3 for homework, with an appropriate reading from the textbook.  See 
CW1.6-K for teacher key.   
 
Step 6: The Chronology of States’ Rights (Class Time: 50 minutes)  

Tell students that they will be investigating the issue of states’ rights.  Using the argument for 
states’ rights, individual states challenged federal authority in a series of events from the late 
18th-century through 1861.  As students have already studied the pre-war conflict over 

Port Royal Island, S.C. African Americans preparing cotton for the gin 
on Smith's plantation.  1862.  Photographer:  Timothy H. O’Sullivan.  
Source:  Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661312/ 

 

http://www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/videos#civil-wars-greatest-myth
http://www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/videos#civil-wars-greatest-myth
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View from Confederate fort, east of Peachtree Street, looking east, Atlanta, 
Georgia. 1864.  Photographer:  George N. Barnard.  Source:  Library of 
Congress. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/92507165/ 

admitting free and slave states to the union and the individual compromises, the focus of this lesson is to grasp 
the big picture – that states’ rights argument came from differing interpretations of the constitutional sharing 
of power between the states and the federal government, and that conflict over slavery in the western 
territories fueled sectionalism and the use of the states’ rights argument.   
 

Procedures (continued) 

 
Distribute Defining Ideas in Context:  States’ Rights (CW1.7).  Have the excerpts read aloud 
while students follow along.  Explain to students that you will now focus on the importance of 
the concept of states’ rights in the events leading to the outbreak of the Civil War.  In addition, 
they will be learning how to use clues within a reading to understand unfamiliar vocabulary 
terms.  Working in pairs or groups of three, have students answer the questions that follow the 

excerpts, comparing their responses with the Defining Ideas in Context:  States’ Rights Key (CW1.7-K) as 
reference.   

 
Distribute a copy of The Chronology of States’ Rights 
Timeline (CW1.8) to each student.  Form eleven small 
groups, and distribute one set of The Chronology of 
States’ Rights Placards (CW1.9) to each group.  Next, 
ask students to organize themselves chronologically, 
holding the placards.  Ask each group of students to 
explain the specific event and answer the following 
question:  What was the issue [political problem or 
question]?   
 

For homework, have students answer the four questions 
at the bottom of CW1.8.   
 

 
Step 7: Civil War Causes and Freedom (Class Time: 15 minutes) 
Ask student volunteers to share their answers to the question.  List the three issues – 
sectionalism, states’ rights, and slavery – and ask students how each contributed to the 
outbreak of the war.   
Turn to the Freedom Wall (See CW1.3) and ask students how the cause or causes of the Civil 
War were related to freedom.  Make sure that they understand: 

1. The most cause of the Civil War was slavery – the opposite of freedom.   

2. White southerners thought that they were fighting for their freedom.  They saw states’ 
rights as the freedom to own slaves as property, the freedom to live their own way of life 
with no interference, and the freedom of their state to resist or secede from the union. 
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Life in Camp Cameron, Washington, DC.  May 1861.   
Photographer:  Matthew Brady.  Source:  Library of 

Congress.    http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647707/ 

Modifications / Support for Student Literacy 

States’ Rights Vocabulary Activity 
(CW1.7) 
This activity is designed to both explain an 
important concept and teach students to 
independently define the meaning of important 
terms.  Although this is designed as an individual 
activity, students can be grouped in pairs or 
groups of three to complete the activity, as long 
as each student is required to independently 
explain the term, either in writing or verbally. 

 
Role of Slavery Reading (CW 1.11) 
If students struggle to understand CW1.11, 
consider using it as a teacher guide and 
explaining the ideas to students. 
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“Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” Woodcut image from 
an 1837 broadside publication of John Greenleaf 
Whittier's antislavery poem, "Our Countrymen in 
Chains." Source:  Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661312/ 

CW1.10 – The Civil War’s Greatest Myth  
 

1.  What is the greatest myth about the causes of the Civil War? 

 
2. What do some southerners argue were the causes of the Civil 

War? 

a. ________________ rights 

 
b. to preserve a separate Southern _____________ 

 
3. What do most historians today (the historians in the video) say 

was the cause of the Civil War? 

 

4. List two reasons why historians say that this was the cause of 
the Civil War. 

 
5. After the war, why did some southerners argue that the war was 

not about slavery? 

 

Writing Assignment 
We have learned about regional differences between the North and the South, the feeling of sectionalism, the 
argument for states’ rights and the social and economic institution of slavery.  (Refer to CW1.9 – The Role of 
Slavery if you need more information for the writing). 
 
Write a short paragraph answering this question: What do you think was the most important cause of the Civil 
War? Give at least two reasons for your answer. 
 
Sentence Starters: 
I think the most important cause of the Civil War was __________________, because 
________________________________________________________________________________________________.   
 
This cause led the North and South to disagree over _______________________________________. 
 
____________ caused problems by ____________________________________________________________ 
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CW1.11-The Role of Slavery Reading 

In 1860, there were almost 4 million slaves in the Southern part of 
the United States.  The agricultural economy of the South 
depended on slave labor.  The South’s most important cash crop, 
cotton, made cotton growers very wealthy, but required a lot of 
manual labor.  Slaves did that labor.  Slaves were also the most 
valuable property in the South.  Slavery was the basic social and 
economic institution of the South.  White Southerners’ greatest 
fear was that Northerners would free the slaves.  According to 
white Southerners, freeing slaves would destroy the South’s 
economy and everyone’s lifestyles.   

Slavery was a major regional difference between the North and the 
South.  As Northern and Southern politicians debated the issue of 
slavery in the western territories, the feeling of sectionalism grew 
stronger and stronger.  The North had many more people than the 
South did.  If Northerners voted as a section, the North would win 

every vote in the Congress, and decide who would be President.  
Because Southerners feared the North’s voting power in the federal 
government, many Southern politicians argued for strengthening 

each state’s rights.  If the states were more powerful than the federal government, Southerners would be safe 
from federal laws passed by the Northern majority.  If the Congress passed a law that threatened slavery, 
Southern states claimed the right to secede from the union. 

Southerners wanted the chance to use slave labor in western territories, while many Northerners wanted to be 
able to establish farms out West without having to compete with plantation owners who had the advantage of 
slave labor.  Abolitionists were a small minority in the North, but they tried very hard to convince their fellow 
Northerners that slavery was morally wrong.  Senators and Congressmen from the North and the South argued 
bitterly over the admission of each new state.  Sectional anger and division only grew through the Compromise 
of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and the Dred Scott court case of 1857.  In 1859, abolitionist John Brown 
raided a federal arms supply to encourage slaves in Virginia to rebel.  Northerners and Southerners saw these 
events very differently, which only deepened their feelings of sectionalism.    

In the election of 1860, almost no Southerners voted for Abraham Lincoln, but the Northern majority elected 
him President.  Even though Lincoln said that he would not interfere with slavery in the South, Southerners did 
not believe him.  Before and after President Lincoln took office on March 4, 1861, 11 Southern states seceded 
(separated) from the United States in protest:  South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee. They formed the Confederate States of America. 

The Civil War began on April 12, 1861 with the Battle at Fort Sumter in South Carolina.  On one side was the 
Union or the North, made of the Northern states that stayed within the United States.  On the other side were 
the Confederates or the South, made of the Southern states that seceded from the United States.   

Port Royal Island, S.C. African Americans preparing cotton for 
the gin on Smith's plantation.  1862.  Photographer:  Timothy 
H. O’Sullivan.  Source:  Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661312/ 
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