
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson Plan: The Social Contract and Secession 

 

 

 

 

 

• Student Handout 1: Letter to Callie Jane Anthony 

• Student Handout 2: Resolutions published in the Lexington Valley Star, January 

10, 1861. 

• Student Handout 3: Matching Images  
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Lesson Plan: The Social Contract and Secession 


 


Understanding Goal: 


The term “social contract” is used to illustrate the sectional tensions preceding the Civil War.  


 


Investigative Question: 


• What did John Locke say about the relationship between government and people? 


• Why did the North feel the South had broken its contract? 


• Why did the South feel the North had broken its contract?  


 


Primary Sources: 


• Letter of November 13, 1860, to Callie Anthony, of Campbell County, Virginia, from a male 


cousin in Mississippi. 


• Resolutions adopted at a meeting "of the working men, farmers and mechanics" of Rockbridge 


County, in Lexington, on December 19, 1860, and published in the Lexington Valley Star, 


January 10, 1861. 


• "Treason" Broadside, November 4, 1859. 


• "Inaugural address of Abraham Lincoln," Broadside. 


• The "Secession Movement," Broadside.  


• "For president, Abram Lincoln. For vice president, Hannibal Hamlin." Broadside. 


• Ordinance of Secession, adopted April 17, 1861, ratified May 23, 1861, Virginia Convention 


(1861: Richmond). 


• Call For 75,000 Volunteers. 


• Bombardment of Fort Sumter, Charleston Harbor: 12th & 13th of April, 1861." Broadside. 


 


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 
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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. 


 


VUS.7 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the Civil War and Reconstruction Era and its importance as a major 


turning point in American history by 


a) identifying the major events and the roles of key leaders of the Civil War Era, with emphasis on Abraham 


Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, Robert E. Lee, and Frederick Douglass. 


 


CE.2 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the foundations of American constitutional government by 


a) explaining the fundamental principles of consent of the governed, limited government, rule of law, democracy, 


and representative government. 


 


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


                  c)  explaining the principle of separation of powers and the operation of checks and balances. 


 


 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) describing the extent to which power is shared. 


 


Overview:  


This lesson looks at various opinions about who was the perpetrator of secession: North or South? 


It shows the divisiveness and diversity of opinion prior to the Civil War. Since the founding of the nation, 


there were very different perspectives on what the term “nation” and “union” meant. This lesson looks at 


how the term “social contract” has been used to explain better the governmental system between rulers 


and the people. By exploring this term, students will see that much of the conflict between the North and 


the South was based on each region's feeling the other was not upholding its side of the contract.  


  


Length of Activity: 


Variable, depending on whether students will be working alone, in pairs, or in groups. 


 


Materials Needed:  


Student Handout 1: Letter to Callie Jane Anthony 


Student Handout 2: Resolutions published in the Lexington Valley Star, January 10, 1861. 


Student Handout 3: Matching Images  


 


Additional Resources: 


http://www.lva.virginia.gov/exhibits/deathliberty/johnbrown/index.htm 


http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke/ 


 


Teacher Actions:  


1. Do-Now 
a. Have students pair up and brainstorm a list of things that come to mind when they hear the word 


“contract.” 


b. Students should then share their ideas with the class.  


c. Lead a brief discussion on what the definition of a contract is: an agreement between two or 


more people or groups; often they are legal documents. 
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2. Direct Instruction 
a. Explain the history behind the term “social contract.” John Locke was one of the philosophers 


who espoused this idea. He said that government was essentially a contract between the people and the 


ruler; thus, if the government ever broke its side of the contract, the people had the right to overthrow it.  


b. Explain that the conflict preceding the Civil War was very much over the idea of a broken 


contract. A series of events led each side to feel further polarized from its counterpart. John Brown’s Raid 


on Harpers Ferry caused many Southern slaveholders to fear more attempts by Northern abolitionists to 


incite violence among slaves. South Carolina led the secession movement after Lincoln won the 1860 


election. Virginians secretly met with Lincoln in April 1861 to encourage him not to take any provocative 


actions against the South.  


When Lincoln attempted to resupply Fort Sumter by ship that same month, the Confederates fired 


on the fort. Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers from all over the country to suppress the rebellion. After 


Lincoln's call for troops, Virginians had to reach a decision: fight with the United States against the 


Confederate States or fight with the Confederacy against the United States.  


c. These turning points continually polarized both sides leaving the fundamental question: who 


broke the contract first? The North or the South?  


 


3. Primary Source Reading  
a. Have students read the primary sources (Student Handouts 1 and 2) and answer the questions. 


They can remain in groups or read them individually.  


b. After students answer the questions, discuss the two extracts. The author of the letter wants 


secession because the rights of the people of the South have been abridged by the people of the North. 


Southerners have been denied the rights and privileges spelled out by the Constitution and the Declaration 


of Rights (the contract discussed earlier).  


The authors of the resolutions speak of the constitutional process that Virginia should follow in 


this crisis. They offer the opposing side that Virginia should uphold its end of the contract by pursuing 


constitutional redress to the sectional conflicts. Students should see that there were extremely differing 


opinions about how to resolve the secession conflict.   


 


4.  Matching: 30 minutes  


a. Divide students into groups. Give each group a full set of primary sources (Student Handout 3).  


b. Have them match the pictures and texts into pairs that describe the turning points that led to 


Virginia's seceding from the Union and then to the Civil War. Once students have placed them in pairs, 


have them put the turning points in chronological order.  


c. Once students have placed the documents in the correct pairs, have each group pick which event 


was the most important turning point in causing the Civil War.  


 


Pair One: John Brown Broadside & John Brown Description 


Pair Two: Abraham Lincoln Broadside & Inaugural Address 


Pair Three: South Carolina Political Cartoon & List of States' Secession Dates 


Pair Four: Image of Fort Sumter & Description  


Pair Five: Lincoln’s call for volunteers & Virginia's Ordinance of Secession  
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5. Analysis 
a. Have students write which side they believe broke the contract first: North or South?  


b. Students should pick a turning point to illustrate why they picked that side. Students can also 


use the primary source readings to explain whether the North impeded the rights of the South and broke 


the contract or the Southern states, by the Constitution, did not have the right to secede and should have 


used other methods to resolve their differences.  








Student Handout 1 


The Social Contract and Secession 


 


Name:___________________________________________ 


Directions: Read the letter extract and answer the questions with your group. Hint: the highlighted portions of the text 


will help you answer the questions! 


 


Senatobia Missi Nov 13th 1860 


Miss Callie J Anthony 


 Dear Cousin Callie 


. . . I cant say what position I occupied in this sphere during the Canvas,1 only I fell from the great 


Union proclivities2 which pervaded my Whole System to the most Ultra States Rights man possible I 


almost detest the name of Union since it dissolves that principle of Equality, so ably & distinctly set 


forth in the Declaration of Rights & the federal Compact made and entered into by the wise and Holy 


fore Fathers of this once glorious Republic Rendered almost despicable by the leaders of Parties, in 


order to secure to themselves the greatest share in public plunder &c. I am a Southern rights man, I 


claim that we have been trampled upon long enough & that if ever I cast another vote it will be to 


secede from any people who openly declare an Irriparable conflict to exist in those privileges, 


principles, & Rights as delegated to us by the original Compact made and Entered into by the 


Citizens of this Republic. I am no longer a Democrat in its geographical since—but such a patriot as 


Emmet H. without the native intellect to govern it yet not a fanatic! I want justice meted to every 


section & if the equipoise3 ceases then the principles which cause the differences should be the great 


object of Every Man Every patriot who loves his Country & his God. . . . 


 


1. The 1860 presidential campaign, Canvas: to seek votes 


2. Proclivity: inclined or partial to something, a tendency or preference 


3. Equipoise: balance, equal force 


 


Citation: Unidentified cousin in Senatobia, Mississippi, to Callie Anthony, November 13, 1860 [from pages 3 and 4], 


Anthony Family Papers, 1785–1952, Acc. 35647, 35648, Library of Virginia. The letter is available here: 


http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/union_or_secession/doc/anthony_1860_11_13 
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1. Does the author want Mississippi to secede? 


 


 


2. Look at the first highlighted sentence. Which contracts does the author claim the leaders have 


broken? 


 


 


 


 


 


3.  Look at the second highlighted sentence. What reason does the author give for Southern 


secession? 
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The Social Contract and Secession 


 


Name:___________________________________________ 


Directions: Read the extract and answer the questions with your group. Hint: the highlighted portion of the text will help 


you answer the questions! 


Resolutions of Rockbridge County Working Men 
  
 1st. Resolved, that we have an abiding confidence in the provisions of the Constitution of the 


United States for the redress of all the grievances of which we have now, or heretofore had reason to 


complain, and that we regard it, as one of the peculiar blessings of the American people, that they 


have such redress, within their reach by constitutional means. 


 2nd. Resolved, That whilst we feel indignation at the unjust and illegal enactments of some of 


the States of the Union, toward the South; we are still for using all honorable means to induce them to 


guarantee our rights in the Union, before we resort to the last means of redress;—Revolution. 


 3rd. Resolved, That we hereby express our unwillingness to be dragged into secession and its 


attendant consequences, until the People have had ample time to weigh the matter for themselves, 


and we will not be driven from our affection for the Union by Northern Abolitionists or Southern 


fireeating demagogues. 


 4th. Resolved, That we do not consider nullification or secession, as a remedy for any 


grievance, but hold them as revolutionary rights, only to be exercised in the last resort. 


 5th. Resolved, That after all honorable and constitutional means have been exhausted toward 


a settlement of our present difficulties—we hereby express our firm resolve not to renounce Virginia's 


fair and equitable proportion of all the common property of the present Union, hereby pledging 


ourselves to maintain these demands at all hazards.  


 


 


 


 


 


Citation: The first five of twelve resolutions adopted at a meeting "of the working men, farmers and mechanics" 
of Rockbridge County, in Lexington, on December 19, 1860, and published in the Lexington Valley Star, 
January 10, 1861. See the full list at 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/union_or_secession/doc/valleystar_1861_01_10 
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1. Do the authors want secession? 


 


 


2. What do the working men say Virginia should do? 


 


 


 


3. What do the working men think of secession?  


 


  


 


 


4. What would these men say about Virginia’s contract with the government? Should Virginia break it or keep it? 
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Item 1 


The order and dates on which the Southern states seceded: 


 


South Carolina December 20, 1860 


Mississippi January 9, 1861 


Florida January 10, 1861 


Alabama January 11, 1861 


Georgia January 19, 1861 


Louisiana January 26, 1861 


Texas February 1, 1861 (the convention voted to 


secede; on Feb. 23, voters ratified secession in 


a referendum; on March 2, the state's secession 


became legal.) 


Virginia April 17, 1861(the convention voted to 


secede; on May 23, voters ratified secession in 


a referendum.) 


Arkansas May 6, 1861 


North Carolina May 20, 1861 


Tennessee June 8, 1861 







Investigating John Brown 


Item 2 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


"Treason" Broadside, 1859 November 4. Virginia Governor (1856–1859: Wise). Executive Papers of Governor Henry A. Wise, 1856–1859. Accession 
36710. State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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Item 3 


Abraham Lincoln 
Gave His First 
Inaugural Address on 
March 4, 1861 


 


 


The Abraham Lincoln Papers at 


the Library of Congress. Series 


1. General Correspondence. 


1833–1916. Abraham Lincoln, 


[March 1861] (First Inaugural 


Address, Final Version) page 1. 


Library of Congress Manuscript 


Division.
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Item 4 


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


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







Investigating John Brown 


Item 5 


"For president, Abram Lincoln. For vice president, Hannibal Hamlin." Philadelphia, c1860. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. 


http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003656570/ 
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Item 6 


 


John Brown's Raid 


 


 On the night of October 16, 1859, John Brown led a group of 


radical abolitionists against the U.S. Arsenal at Harpers Ferry in 


Jefferson County, Virginia, with the purpose of arming and inciting 


a slave rebellion. Brown and many of his co-conspirators were 


captured and some were killed when U.S. Marines under Colonel 


Robert E. Lee surrounded and stormed the engine house where 


Brown's men had been trapped. John Brown and his men were 


taken to Charles Town where they were tried and Brown was 


hanged on December 2, 1859. 


 


Image source: David Hunter Strother, John Brown, Pierre Morand Memorial, Special Collections, Library 


of Virginia.
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Item 7 


 


Ordinance of Secession, adopted April 17, 1861, ratified May 23, 1861, Virginia Convention (1861: Richmond), 


Records, 1861–1961, Record Group 93, Acc. 40586, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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Item 8 


Fort Sumter 


 


After South Carolina seceded, militia troops, and later provisional 


Confederate States Army forces, were stationed around Charleston harbor. 


They prevented the United States Army commander of Fort Sumter from 


resupplying the fort from shore. President Abraham Lincoln prepared 


resupply ships but delayed sending them for fear that their presence would 


provoke violence. By then it was clear that if Lincoln used force to resupply 


Fort Sumter, civil war would begin; but he repeatedly stated that his oath of 


office and the promise he had made in his inaugural address on March 4, 


1861, required him to hold onto federal property in every one of the United 


States. 


Men in South Carolina took the first step toward war, and on April 12, 1861, 


before the Virginia convention's delegation could confer with Lincoln about 


his policies toward the seceded states, Confederate artillerists in 


Charleston opened fire on Fort Sumter after Lincoln attempted to resupply 


the garrison there. One day later the commander of the fort surrendered, 


and the U.S. forces evacuated Fort Sumter on April 14. 


 


Item 9 


April 15, 1861 
Proclamation Calling for 75,000 Militia 


and Convening Congress in Extra Session 
 


By the President of the United States 
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A Proclamation 


  


 Whereas the laws of the United States have been for some time past and now are opposed, 


and the execution thereof obstructed, in the States of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Florida, 


Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, by combinations too powerful to be suppressed by the ordinary 


course of judicial proceedings, or by the powers vested in the marshals by law:  


 Now, therefore, I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, in virtue of the power in me 


vested by the Constitution and the laws, have thought fit to call forth, and hereby do call forth, the 


militia of the several States of the Union to the aggregate number of seventy-five thousand, in order 


to suppress said combinations, and to cause the laws to be duly executed.  


 The details for this object will be immediately communicated to the State authorities through 


the War Department. 


 I appeal to all loyal citizens to favor, facilitate, and aid this effort to maintain the honor, the 


integrity, and the existence of our National Union, and the perpetuity of popular government; and to 


redress wrongs already long enough endured. . . . 


 In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand, and caused the seal of the United States to 


be affixed.  


 Done at the city of Washington, this 15th day of April in the year of our Lord one thousand 


eight hundred and sixty-one, and of the independence of the United States the eighty-fifth. 


 ABRAHAM LINCOLN. 


 


 By the President: WILLIAM H. SEWARD, Secretary of State. 


 


Citation: Abraham Lincoln: Complete Works, Comprising His Speeches, Letters, State Papers, and Miscellaneous 


Writings. Edited by John G. Nicolay and John  Hay, 2:34. New York: The Century Co., 1894. 
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Item 10 


 


"Bombardment of Fort Sumter, Charleston Harbor: 12th & 13th of April, 1861." [New York]: Currier & Ives, [1861?]. Popular Graphic Arts Collection. Library of 


Congress Prints and Photographs Division. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/90711987 





