
INTRODUCTION 

D uring the 1850s, Americans became increasingly di-
vided about the country’s future, especially in regards 

to the institution of slavery. These divisions are reflected in 
the Presidential Election of 1860, which pitted four candi-
dates against each other in one of the most contentious elec-
tions in U.S. history.  The Republican Party nominated Abra-
ham Lincoln, who was seen as a moderate on slavery.  South-
erners, however, feared his election would bring an end to 
that “peculiar institution.”  The Democratic Party split:  
Northern Democrats nominated Stephen A. Douglas, while 
Southern Democrats chose John Breckinridge as their candi-
date.  A third party, the Constitutional Party, a moderate 
party of former Whigs, Know-Nothings and other southern-
ers, nominated John Bell.  Lincoln won without carrying a 
single southern state.  Almost immediately after his election, 
southern states began seceding from the Union, setting the 
stage for the Civil War. 

I NTR ODUCT I ON 

Objectives 
• Identify the candidates running for president in 1860. 

• Explain the platforms of each of the four candidates of the 1860 
election. 

• Interpret election maps and charts. 

• Identify the role of the 1860 election in the origins of the Civil War. 
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PROCEDURE 

Materials 
• Primary Documents from the “Lincoln Biography Read-

ing Kit” (and on this CD). 

• #36 Lincoln Hamlin Flag 

• #37 a-e campaign brochures 

• #40 Lincoln Hamlin Political Medallions 

• #41 Campaign Song 

• Markers, pens, pencils, crayons, art paper. 

• Books from library or internet sources. 

• “1860 Election Prediction Worksheet” (in this lesson plan). 

•  “1860 Election Popular Vote by State Data Sheet” (in this 
lesson plan). 

• “1860 Election Popular Vote Map Worksheet” (in this 
lesson plan). 

1. Divide students into four groups and assign each group a candi-
date from the 1860 election.  

2. Using library books, the Internet or other sources, have students 
research their candidate to get a full understanding of the candi-
date’s platform and constituents. 

3. Students prepare for a campaign rally.  

• Using images of campaign memorabilia, have students create ban-
ners, posters, buttons and ribbons in support of their candidate. 

• One student from each group will represent that group’s candi-
date at the rally and present a 2-5 minute overview of their politi-
cal platform. 

• Two other students from each group will provide two-minute 
testimonials as to why they will vote for their candidate.  Students 
can take on the persona of representative Americans such as a 
slave holder from Mississippi, a Chicago factory worker, or a 
farmer in Oregon. 

• While these students are presenting the other student in that 
particular group will “rally” for their candidate using the campaign 
items they created. 

4. Following the rally, have students working individually, in groups 
or as a class, predict the election results based upon what they 
have learned through their research 
and at the rally.   

• Have students fill in the “1860 Elec-
tion Prediction Worksheet” based 
upon their predictions. 
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5. Next have students chart the actual results of the 1860 election on the “1860 Election Popular Vote Map Worksheet” using the data 
found on the  “1860 Election Popular Vote by State Data Sheet” (above) to create a color coded map of the voting results. 

6. As a class discuss the following: 

• Who won the election and by what percentage? Was this a close election?  Were votes evenly distributed?  Are you surprised by the 
results?   

• Were there any major differences between what students projected and what actually occurred?  Can you explain these differences? 

• Does the voting seem to be reflective of geography?  Why do you think that is? 

• What can you tell about individual states based upon the candidate they selected? 

• How does the outcome of this election affect the future of the Union?  How does this election relate to the beginnings of the Civil 
War?   

• What does this newly created map reveal about the feelings of many Americans on the eve of the Civil War?   
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• Harp Week—Presidential Election 
Cartoons  
http://elections.harpweek.com/ 

 

• Abraham Lincoln Historical Digitiza-
tion Project  
http://dig.lib.niu.edu/message/campaig
nhistory-1860.html 

 

• Lincoln Net—The Campaign of the 
Century 
http://lincoln.lib.niu.edu/biography8so
urces.html 

 

• Atlas of Presidential Elections 
http://uselectionatlas.org/ 

ONLINE RESOURCES 


