
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson Plan: Federal vs. State—Who Has the Power? 
 

 

 

 

 

• Student Handout 1: Definition map 

• Student Handout 2: Excerpt of Willey’s Speech 

• Student Handout 3: Excerpt of Montague’s Speech 

• Student Handout 4: Secession Arguments T-Graph 

• Student Handout 5: “Secession Movement” Political Cartoon  

• Student Handout 6: Cartoon Analysis Worksheet  

 

 





 


Student Handout 1 


Federal vs. State 


Name:___________________________________________ 


 


 


   


                   Definition  


 


    Characteristics    Federalism   Examples 


 
 


               Illustration 


 


 


 


 


 








 


Student Handout 2 


Federal vs. State 


 


Waitman Willey Speech Excerpt   


 


. . . there is no constitutional right of secession, that of itself ought, among a law-loving and law abiding people 


like Virginians, to be an argument of no small consideration. . . . I never shall be made to believe that 


Washington, and Madison, and Franklin, and the other great sages who constructed the Union in the first place, 


and organized our Federal Government, brought their labors to no greater result than this; that is to say, to bring 


the States of the Federal Union together, give them a simple introduction to each other, and place them side by 


side under the flag of the country, without any legal bond to bind the Union. Sir, believe in no such voluntary 


association. In my opinion, if this be the correct construction of the Federal Constitution, we have never had a 


Union at all; these States have never been united, but they have been living together in a kind of unlawful co-


habitation; and when the gentlemen are able to establish that principle, then I will be more willing to enable 


them to destroy that illicit intercourse. I said, Mr. President, that it was not my purpose to argue the question of 


constitutional law involved in this proposition, but I trust that it may not be considered improper to advert for a 


moment to the operation of that principle, if granted to be true. Many times the proper construction of a law 


may be best ascertained by following it out into its practical results. Well, sir, I never could conceive that when 


the Federal Government was purchasing the territory of Louisiana, and the freedom of the mouth of the 


Mississippi, and of the Gulf, for the purpose of protecting and encouraging the great trade of the interior empire 


of States, which by the sagacity of our wise men was foreseen springing up in the West—I say I could not 


conceive that this government would have made that purchase at the expense of a great deal of money, and of a 


great deal of trouble, upon the contingency that the little State of Louisiana might at her own pleasure foreclose 


these great advantages of commerce against all these interior States. Again, sir, I cannot suppose that the 


purchase of Florida—another little State—which cost us, in the first place, I believe, some five millions, and a 


great many more millions in establishing forts and arsenals, and in driving the Indians out of her marshes, until 


the sum that that little State has cost us will amount perhaps to fifty millions—I say I never can suppose that our 


government made that purchase, and expended all that money, under the contingency that this little State, after 


all these services had been rendered, after her territory had been made free, after the savages had been driven 


from her domain, might quietly walk out of the Union and leave us the bills to pay.  


 


Speech of Waitman Willey, of Mongolia County, in the Virginia Convention, March 4, 1861, printed in 


George H. Reese and William H. Gaines, Jr., eds., Proceedings of the Virginia State Convention of 


1861 (Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1965), 1:355–356. 


 


 








 


Student Handout 3 


Federal vs. State 


 


Robert Montague Speech Excerpt   


  


Now, sir, I ask, as it is admitted they went into the Union voluntarily, if there is anything in the Constitution 


which gives Congress or any department of the Federal Government the power to use force to keep them in? If 


there is, point it out. If any gentleman here shows me one word in the Constitution which gives Congress, or 


any department of the Federal Government, the power to keep a State in the Federal Union by force, I will yield 


the point. No, sir, it is not in the Constitution. You cannot find it there—it is not there. On the contrary, sir, in 


the Convention which framed the Constitution, they expressly refused to give Congress any such power over 


the States. . . . 


. . . you see from the journal of the Convention, that so far from being able to find any such thing in the 


Constitution of the United States, of the formation of that Constitution, itself shows that the Convention which 


framed it refused, in every instance, to grant any power to Congress to use force or coercion against a State in 


any form. Then, sir, you see that they went in voluntarily. Can the Federal Government at Washington resort to 


force to keep them in? Have they any authority to do that, sir? This Convention, in which we are now 


assembled, has the power to carry Virginia out, and to submit that question to the people to decide for 


themselves. Can any department of the Federal Government send any force here, under the sanction of the 


Constitution, to disperse this Convention, because it may do this. Show me where there is such power given in 


the Constitution and I will give up the whole question. It is not there. . . . 


___________________ 


The gentleman [Waitman Willey] says that Florida cost millions of dollars, that Texas cost millions of dollars, 


that Louisiana cost millions of dollars, and asks whether we shall now permit them to secede after having paid 


this large amount of money for them ; thus measuring this great principle of American liberty, to which my 


friend has adverted, and making it subservient to the miserable, picayune argument of dollars and cents. . . . 


 


I scout this argument. With perfect respect, I say to the gentleman that it is unworthy the consideration of any 


Virginian, to measure sovereignty, to measure the great question of self-government, and the great eternal 


principles of civil liberty, by dollars and cents. I repeat, sir, it is such an argument as should not be used upon 


this floor . . . 


 


Speeches of Robert Montague, of Middlesex County, in the Virginia Convention, April 2, 1861, printed in 


George H. Reese and William H. Gaines, Jr., eds., Proceedings of the Virginia State Convention of 1861 


(Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1965), 3:25, 26, 32–33. 
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Federal vs. State 


Name:___________________________________________ 


 


Pro-Secession Arguments Anti-Secession Arguments 


  








 
Federal vs. State 


 


The "Secession Movement", New York: Published by Currier & Ives, c1861., Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.  


http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003674576/ 







 
Federal vs. State 


Summary from the Library of Congress Bibliographic Record: 


The movement of several Southern states toward secession early in 1861 is 


portrayed as a doomed enterprise. The artist shows Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, 


and Louisiana, all represented by men riding donkeys, following the lead of South 


Carolina toward a cliff. South Carolina, who rides a pig, pursues a butterfly 


"Secession Humbug." A sixth man, Georgia, rides down an inclined path rather 


than follow the group, confessing, "We have some doubts about the end of that 


road and think it expedient to deviate a little." South Carolina, reaching for the 


butterfly, says, "We go the whole hog.—Old Hickory is dead, and now we'll have 


it." His reference to Andrew Jackson ("Old Hickory") is in keeping with the anti-


Democratic line of the cartoon. The work is in fact based on an 1837 satire 


criticizing Jacksonian fiscal policy and its bullionist pursuit of the "Gold Humbug." 


(See http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661307/ "Fifty Cents. Shin Plaster," 


no. 1837-11.) Florida, immediately behind South Carolina, cries, "Go it Carolina! 


we are the boys to wreck the Union." Next follows Alabama, who declares, "We 


go it blind, Cotton is King!'" Mississippi says, "Down with the Union! Mississippi 


repudiates her bonds." Last is Louisiana, who says, "Go it boys! We'll soon taste 


the sweets of secession," alluding to the state's domination of the sugar trade. 








 


Student Handout 6: Cartoon Analysis Sheet 


Federal vs. State 


Name:___________________________________________ 


“Secession Movement” 


Identify the following for this political cartoon: 


1. Characters 


 


 


2. Symbols 


 


 


3. Setting 


 


 


4. Main idea 


 


 


5. Point of view of the author. What is the author trying to convey? Answer in at least one full paragraph. 
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Lesson Plan: Federal vs. State—Who Has the Power? 


Understanding Goal: 


One of the most fundamental issues in the formation of the United States was to have a balance of 


power. Checks were put in place so that neither the federal government nor the state governments would 


have supreme power. Secessionists believed that the states had the right to break away from the Union 


because the federal government had not upheld their right to slavery and that their property was in 


danger.. Anti-secessionists believed the Union superseded the ability of states to break away. The 


secession crisis was an issue of federalism.  


 


Investigative Question: 


• What is federalism?  


• Why is there tension between the federal government and state governments? 


• What are examples of this tension throughout America’s history?  


 


Primary Sources:  


• Excerpts of Montague and Willey Speeches 


• “Secession Movement” Political Cartoon 


 


Standards Addressed: 
Virginia Standards of Learning 
USI.1   The student will develop skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a) identify and interpret primary and secondary source documents to increase understanding of events and life in 


United States history to 1877; 


b) make connections between the past and the present; 


e)   evaluate and discuss issues orally and in writing. 


USI.9 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the causes, major events, and effects of the Civil War by  


b) explaining how the issues of states’ rights and slavery increased sectional tensions. 


VUS.1 The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a)   identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary source documents. 


VUS.6  The student will demonstrate knowledge of the major events during the first half of the nineteenth century by 


a) describing the cultural, economic, and political issues that divided the nation, including slavery, the 


abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements, and the role of the states in the Union. 


CE.6 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the American constitutional government by 


a) explaining the relationship of state governments to the national government in the federal system. 


  GOVT.1  The student will demonstrate mastery of the social studies skills citizenship requires, including the ability to 


               c) analyze political cartoons, political advertisements, pictures, and other graphic media. 


GOVT.5  The student will demonstrate knowledge of the federal system described in the Constitution of the United States by 


a) explaining the relationship of the state governments to the national government; 


b) examining the ongoing debate that focuses on the balance of power between state and national governments. 


 


Overview:  
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This lesson explores the historical roots of secession in America. It will help students understand 


the evolving process of the secession crisis over time as the federal government and state governments 


had several instances of tension.  


 


Length of Activity: 
Variable, depending on whether students will be working alone, in pairs, or in groups. 


 


Materials Needed:  


Student Handout 1: Definition map 


Student Handout 2: Excerpt of Willey’s Speech 


Student Handout 3: Excerpt of Montague’s Speech 


Student Handout 4: Secession Arguments T-Graph 


Student Handout 5: “Secession Movement” Political Cartoon  


Student Handout 6: Cartoon Analysis Worksheet  


 


Historical Background 


America was formed with the intention that each of the three branches of the federal government 


would have a system of checks and balances on its power. The Articles of Confederation showed just how 


reluctant the American people were to leave significant power in the hands of the government. Because of 


the many flaws in the Articles of Confederation, the new government was crafted under the Constitution 


but not without heavy debate. After several states refused to ratify the Constitution unless a Bill of Rights 


was attached, the ten amendments were added to the Constitution to safeguard against the formation of a 


tyrannical government. The Tenth Amendment reserved all rights to the states that were not prohibited to 


the states or granted to the federal government, thus creating the basis for a states’ rights doctrine.
1
  


During John Adams’s presidency and the quasi-war with France, attacks on the government 


became common; thus, the Alien and Sedition Acts were instituted in 1798. In response, James Madison 


and Thomas Jefferson issued the Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions. These resolutions were significant 


in that they introduced interposition, the right of a state to nullify a federal law.  


During the War of 1812 a group of New England Federalists believed they were losing the balance 


of power to the South. Territorial expansion gave the South an advantage over the confined New England 


states. On December 15, 1814, New England Federalists met in Hartford, Connecticut, and threatened to 


secede. The War of 1812 ended soon after and patriotism surged throughout the country. There was no 


room for secessionist sentiment and the Federalist Party quickly died away. 


The Nullification Crisis of 1832, led by John C. Calhoun, of South Carolina, harkened back to the 


Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions. Calhoun stated that the states had formed the Constitution, which 


governed the country; therefore, the states ultimately had the supreme power. Many southerners were 


upset about high tariffs that hurt their economy while benefiting the northern industrial economy by 


limiting foreign competition. Calhoun wanted to nullify the tariff and possibly to secede.  


All of these events showed a tension between state governments and the federal government, but 


the Virginia Ordinance of Secession was the climax of this tension. Whereas the Hartford Convention and 


Nullification Crisis had stood at the precipice of secession, the Virginia Ordinance of Secession propelled 


the states beyond the point of negotiation for finding a balance power. On the eve of the Civil War, the 


Virginia Ordinance of Secession, along with those of ten other states, drew on a long history of states’ 


fighting for power amid claims that the states were in fact the supreme governing body.  


 


Teacher Actions:  


                                                 
1
 “The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the 


States respectively, or to the people.”  
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1. Definition map of the word federalism  
a. Begin by reviewing the definition of federalism. Students should record this definition on 


the top of the “map” (Student Handout 1). 


b. Next, as a class discuss characteristics of federalism (i.e. shared powers, supremacy clause, 


minority rights …) 


c. Discuss examples of federalism. These may be historical or current. 


d. Finally, have students draw a simple picture at the bottom of their maps that illustrates the 


concept of federalism. 


 


2. Direct Instruction  


a. Explain the historical roots of secession. 


 


Bill of Rights, 1791 


The 10th Amendment reserved 


rights to states; it was ratified 


as protection against tyrannical 


government. 


 


 


 


 


 


→ 


Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions, 


1798 


Reaction to Alien and Sedition Act 


introduced idea of interposition—the 


right of a state to nullify a federal law. 


 


 


Hartford Convention, 1814 


Federalists from New England 


threatened to secede. 


 


 


 


 


 


→ 


Nullification Crisis, 1832 


John C. Calhoun rejected the high 


tariffs and instituted a nullification 


plan that allowed states to reject a law 


or secede.  


 


 


Virginia Convention, 1861 


Delegates met to debate 


whether Virginia would join 


the seven other states that had 


seceded from the Union.  


 


 


 


 


 


3. Reading  


a. Have students read the speech excerpts from the Virginia Convention of 1861 (Student 


Handouts 2 and 3). Students should answer the questions below through discussion or writing. Students 


then can complete the T-Chart (Student Handout 4) on arguments made in favor of seceding from the 


Union and arguments made against secession.  


b. Questions to consider: 


Waitman Willey’s Speech March 4, 1861 


1. What document does not allow for secession? 
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2. According to Willey, who has more power: the federal government or a state?  


3. Why did he think so?  


 Robert Montague’s Speech, April 2, 1861  


1. According to Montague, does the federal government have the power to stop secession?  


2. What is Montague’s response to Willey’s argument against secession? 


 


4. Political Cartoon Activity 


a. Pass out copies of the "Secession Movement" Political Cartoon (Student Handout 5). You may 


want to hold back the bibliographic description until your students have had a chance to make their own 


explorations of the cartoon or simply use the bibliographic information for your own background 


information. Have students use the political cartoon analysis sheet (Student Handout 6) to identify the 


symbols and figures in the political cartoon that speak of the secession crisis.  


 


5. Analysis  


a. Divide students into the affirmative and negative sides for a debate on secession. Students 


should base their arguments on the primary sources they read. The debate should be based on whether 


states have the right to secede or not and if the federal government has the right to put down “rebellion” in 


states that secede.  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





