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Causes of the Civil War
The Civil War Museum has put together this kit to help teach difficult history; our educators searched
for the best-suited primary and secondary sources to address the cause of the American Civil War.
This kit is broken into two sections: 1) background information for the educator to help build a better
understanding of what they are teaching, and 2) resources for student-driven exploration of primary
sources, including essential questions, context, and extensions.
Our hope is that this kit helps provide your classroom with authentic and accurate information on the
cause of the Civil War.
Goals:
Facilitators of this loan kit will be able to understand that slavery was the cause of the Civil War by
using primary resources from the time.
Students using this kit will learn to read primary sources critically and develop arguments based on
what they read.
This loan kit will be used to enhance classroom lessons surrounding Civil War topics.
Warning: This loan kit does have primary sources from the 1860s which contain language that might
be offensive to some.
Items in Kit:
Background Information for Facilitator:
Enslaved and Seceding States Statistics (from Myth of the Lost Cause)
Slavery: Cause and Catalyst of the Civil War (pdf link from the National Park Service below)
https://www.nps.gov/shil/learn/historyculture/upload/slavery-brochure.pdf
Map of 1860s America
Slavery and the Civil War (information sheet from the National Park Service)
https://www.nps.gov/liho/planyourvisit/upload/cw_slavery_site_bulletin.pdf
Three copies of exhibit labels from The Fiery Trial at The Civil War Museum
Student Activities (context, key passages, essential questions):
The Cornerstone Speech by Alexander H. Stevens
A Declaration of the Immediate Causes which Induce and Justify the Secession of the State of
Mississippi from the Federal Union
Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln
Selected images and an article insert from The Illustrated London News

Map of the United States in 1861

The Cornerstone Speech
Summary:
On March 21, 1861, Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens gave a speech in Savannah, Georgia, explaining the
basic foundations of the new Confederate government and their reasons for seceding from the United States. In his
famous Cornerstone Speech, Stephens clearly lays out the centrality of slavery and white supremacy in this decision. He
leaves no doubt that the Confederacy embraced that the foundation of the Confederate nation was built on AfricanAmerican subordination and slavery.
Source:
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/cornerstone-speech/
Key Passages:
The new Confederate constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution-African slavery as it exists among us--the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate
cause of the late rupture and present revolution. Jefferson in his forecast, has anticipated this, as the "rock on which the
old Union would be split." He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact, but whether he fully
comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stand, may be doubted. What was conjecture with him, is
now a realized fact.
The prevailing ideas by him and most of the leading statesmen of the time of the formation of the old constitution were
that the enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally,
and politically...These ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. They rested on the assumption of the equality of races.
This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the "storm came and the wind blew."
Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the
great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and
normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical,
philosophical, and moral truth.
Our Confederacy is founded upon principles in strict conformity with these laws. This stone which was rejected by the first
builders 'is become the chief of the corner'--the real corner stone--in our edifice.
Essential Questions for Students:
1. What is the "cornerstone" Stephens talks about?
2. What does Stephens say are the reasons for secession and forming the new government?
3. In what way does Stephens believe the Constitution's authors were wrong?
4. How does Stephens's platform differ from the platform laid out during Abraham Lincoln's First Inaugural Address?
5. To what extent does this speech provide evidence of slavery being the cause of the war?
Extensions:
Have students create a Northern response to this speech.
Have students respond to Stephens's claims against the Constitution authors, as the authors themselves.

Mississippi Secession Resolution
Summary:
On November 30, 1860, the Mississippi legislature called for a secession convention with delegates elected by voters.
Their grievances with the North and federal government incuded the following:
The North had defied the Constitution's fugitive slave provision
Interfered with slavery
Enticed slaves to flee
Agitated against slavery
Sought to exclude slavery from the new territories
Opposed the admission of more slave states
Source:
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/primary-sources/declaration-causes-seceding-states#Mississippi
Key Passages:
On January 9th, 1861, Mississippi's secession convention passed a secession ordinance that stated:
Our position is thoroughly identified with the instution of slavery--the greatest material interest of the world. Its labor
supplies the product which constitutes by far the largest and most important portions of commerce on the earth. These
products are peculiar to the climate verging on the tropical regions, and by an imperious law of nature, none but the black
race can bear exposure to the tropical sun. These products have become necessities of the world and a blow at slavery is a
blow at commerce and civilization.
Essential Questions for Students:
1. What is the main argument laid out for breaking away from the Union?
2. To what extent does this document provide evidence of slavery being the cause of the war?
3. According to this document, what had the North done to hurt the South?
Extensions:
Have students create a map of the Southern states that seceded with the date and the reasoning of each state.
Have a Socratic Seminar on what the cause of the war was, according to the Confederate states' secession resolutions
(other states' secession resolutions available via the Civil War Trust).
Have students create a newspaper article summarizing the document and what it means for the future of the United
States.

Lincoln's First Inaugural Address
Summary:
On March 4th, 1861, President Lincoln gave his First Inaugural Address. In the election of 1860, Lincoln was one of four
presidential candidates. The old Democratic party had split and had two candidates, Stephen A. Douglas, a Northern
Democrat, and John C. Breckinridge, a Southern Democrat. This division of the Democratic party allowed the newly founded
Republican party's candidate Abraham Lincoln to win with a non-majority vote. When Abraham Lincoln took office, in March
of 1861, seven southern slave holding states had already seceded from the Union.
In Lincoln's First Inaugural Address, he not only lays out the platform of his ideas, but also that of the young Republican
party. Lincoln addressed an already fractured society, in hopes of preserving the Union.
Source:
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/primary-sources/lincolns-first-inaugural-address
Key Passages:
I do but quote from one of my speeches where I declare that, "I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the
institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.
In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issues of civil war. The government will
not assail you. You can have no conflict, without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in Heaven
to destroy the government, while I shall have the most solemn one to "preserve, protect and defend" it.
I am loth to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. We are not enemies. Though passion may be
strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field and
patriot grave, to ever living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature."
Essential Questions for Students:
1. Why would Lincoln state that he has no purpose to interfere with the institution of slavery? What was his platform in terms
of slavery at the beginning of his presidency?
2. During this speech, in what light does Lincoln paint the South?
3. Based on this address, summarize what the Republican Party platform was in the 1860 election.
Extensions:
Have students write an article as a reporter covering this inauguration.
Have students compare modern inaugural addresses. How do they differ?

The Illustrated London News
Summary:
Presented in the packet are a selection of original imagesr drawn by artists for the British newspaper The Illustrated
London News. The images are from the original newspaper, sold to the British public between 1860-1865.
Enslaved people and the institution of slavery were frequent topics for the illustrations of The Illustrated London News.
Readers saw drawings of enslaved people working on Confederate fortifications, being inspected during slave auctions,
attending to their masters, worshiping in church, selling produce on the streets, waiting to be sold, and escaping into Union
lines.
In the packet there are a few images and one article on the auction published in The Illustrated London News shortly before
the start of the war.
Source:
The primary sources for this subject are on the following pages.
Key Passage:
The Illustrated London News
February, 16 1861
Slave Auctions in Richmond, Virginia
A higher bidding not coming forth, he (the auctioneer), told the negro to get down and walk. He then stood aside to recover
himself, and the negro paced up and down the room to show that he was sound on his legs. Some of the buyers stopped
him during his walk and asked him a variety of questions, as to his last employment, state of his health, and so forth. Then
they turned his head to the light, and lifted the corners of his eyes, to ascertain whether they were free from indications of
disease, in the same way examine his teeth.
This was the first human being I had ever sold, and during the time of the biddings I felt the greatest difficulty in preventing
myself from fainting. A dreadful, indescribable sickness came over me, which defied all my efforts to conquer. I felt giddy...
Essential Questions for Students:
1. How were the enslaved people depicted in these images? What impression of slavery were the artists trying to depict to
their audience? Why do you say that?
2. Were these illustrations accurate to what was going on during this time period? Why do you think that?
3. Do these images lead you to believe that The Illustrated London News favored the Confederate or the Union cause during
the Civil War?
4. How did that article portray the lives of the enslaved people?
Extensions:
Have students create their own descriptions of what was going on in the images. Compare their descriptions to the other
primary resources in this loan kit. How are they alike? How are they different?
Have students create a letter to the editor of The Illustrated London News.

Primary Source:
Edited Article, Feb. 16, 1861: SLAVE AUCTIONS IN RICHMOND, VIRGINIA
The Illustrated London News, vol. 38, no. 1075, pp. 138-40.
February 16, 1861
By: G.H. Andrews
I Arrived in Richmond, the capital of Old Virginia, on a Sunday afternoon, and found the whole slave population in the streets.
I was much struck with the general well-to-do look of these people, for I had imagined they would have wretched,
downtrodden appearance showing marks of ill-usage, and be afraid to look up at strangers; instead of which I found them
well dressed, well fed, and apparently happy and contented; but I was looking on the surface only, I suppose.
I had a letter of introduction to a gentleman in the city, ...and explained to him that my object in visiting the capital of the Old
Dominion was to see what I could of slave institutions, and more particularly a slave auction, with the intention of writing an
account of it, and also making some sketches, if possible, to be published in an English newspaper. My friend said this was
rather a serious matter, for the Southerners had been so grossly libelled and misrepresented by novelists and newspaperwriters that they had got into a bad habit of not thinking of them or treating them in a kindly spirit; on the contrary, they
rather manifested a desire to tar and feather them. ...A sensation of stickiness had come over me in consequence of his
tar-and-feather allusions. However, he would consult, he said, with a gentlemen of influence in the place, let me know the
result, and advise me how best to proceed.
Taking up a station on one of the great wooden bridges over the river, I had an excellent opportunity of observing the
negroes of both sexes who were promenading along the road which passes over these structures: some thousands of
them were out, all dressed in their best, in the height of fashion---negro fashion, of course. Scores of them passed and
repassed during my stay there, all looking happy and contented.
On my return to the hotel I found my friend waiting for me; he had with him the influential person before alluded to,...
[He said] that the Northerners were continually threatening immediate abolition and proposing to use force to carry out
their views; that they were determined to meet force by force, and that there was, in consequence, little chance of peace
between them. He said they had been most foully slandered by Mrs. Beecher Stowe, that the incidents described by her as
having all actually taken place were picked out of the events of fifty years, and yet made to appear as though they were
every-day occurrences.
Yet, said he, in spite of all this affection for my wife, my children, and myself, if a rising of the negro population took place I
would not trust one of the them; they would murder us all in out beds it they could, and they howl in sorrow and misery over
the bodies of their victims; they would blindly, and without reflection, follow others, doing what they did, and be deeply sorry
for it afterwards.
A carriage having been procured we drove into the country, calling at one or two places to see the negroes in their quarters,
and very comfortable quarters too---little cabins of [sic] cottages, several in a row. The interiors looked very tidy, and the
women and children seemed quite happy. They brought me milk and fruit, which appeared to be abundant.
The building in which this poor creature was about to be sold was built either for a mill or a granary; the ceiling was very low
and of great strength, immense beams crossed it transversely, and the negro's black head stood out well against the great
white beam at the back (for the whole interior was whitewashed) as he stood on the block evidently making the most of
himself with a view of getting his owner as high a price as possible.
Then the biddings commenced, and 800 dollars were offered. This sum was mentioned by the auctioneer, over and over
again, as fast as he could utter it until a higher bid was made; he then took up the fresh bidding and repeated it in the same
manner, hundreds of times, raising his voice each time until he had got to the top of it. At the same time he gesticulated
violently, got himself red in the face, and became breathless.

Primary Source:
"Once, twice, gone!" The negro was sold for 1500 dols. Another lot was then brought forward.
I was much struck with the quickness and intellect of a negro whom I met in Missouri. He was in charge of the bar of an
hotel. I entered into conversation with him about the condition of the slaves. On the bar-counter in front of us were some
slops of wine and beer and crumbs of biscuits: a number of flies were feeding upon them when I asked him if the slaves
were contented with their lot. He instantly turned a tumbler glass down upon the counter and two or three of the flifes
were imprisoned under it; there was fire in his eye, and hiw whole body was agitated as he pointed with his finger to the
glass in which the captured flies were buzzing about. "Why," said he, "don't those flies continue to eat and drink as before?
There is plenty there for them, enough to las them a week, but they will neither eat nor drink; they have lost their liberty, and
without that nothing else is of value." He lifted the glass, the flies flew away. "Now," said he, "they are happy again and will
eat and drink, and enjoy what they eat and drink." It would be as safe to cram the cellars of their houses with gunpowder and
continue to live over them as to fill the State with men like these, for certainly they will strike for liberty when they have a
chance.
G.H. Andrews

Seceding Slave States, Slave
Populations, and Ownership
Seceding States

South Carolina
Mississippi
Florida
Alabama
Georgia
Louisiana
Texas
Virginia
Arkansas
Tennessee
North Carolina
All seceding states

Number of Slaves and
slaves' percent of state
population 1860
402,406 slaves, 57%
436,631 slaves, 55%
61,745 slaves, 44%
435,080 slaves, 45%
462,198 slaves, 44%
331,726 slaves, 47%
182,566 slaves, 30%
490,865 slaves, 31%
111,115 slaves, 26%
275,719 slaves. 25%
331,059 slaves, 33%
3,521,110 slaves, 39%

Percent
Slaveholding
Families 1860
46%
49%
34%
35%
37%
29%
28%
37%
20%
25%
28%
31%

The Fiery Trial Exhibit Labels

