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HANDOUT

Each group: You must come to a position on the following issues. Answer not from your personal beliefs, 
but based on how you think people in your social group would respond.

1.  Should slavery be allowed in the southern states where it currently exists? Why or why not?

2.  Should slavery be allowed in the western territories? Why or why not?

3.  Should the U.S. government begin giving “homesteads” to people who are willing to work it them-
selves? Why or why not?

4.  Should tariffs on imported goods be increased? Why or why not?

5.  Should the United States government use tax money to support the building of railroads across the 
country?

6.  List the issues that your group feels most strongly about.

Election of 1860: Issues
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YOU ARE THE REPUBLICAN CANDIDATE for 
president of the United States in 1860. Most of 
your life you’ve been a politician. In fact, you were 
only 23 years old when you first ran for office. The 
only time you weren’t in politics was a few years 
back when, because your party was too weak, you 
left political life to work as a lawyer. Your friends 
say that you are very ambitious and that what you 
want most in the world is to be president.

It’s never easy to run for president, but 
these days it is especially difficult with the coun-
try deeply divided. Historically, you have been 
politically cautious and have not taken unpopu-
lar stands on issues. For example, in private you 
tell people how much you dislike slavery. But 
publicly, you have never said that slavery should 
be abolished where it currently exists. In fact, 
in public you never even spoke out against the 
Fugitive Slave Law, which required northerners 
in free states to help capture escaped slaves. In 
private, you wrote: “I confess I hate to see the 
poor creatures hunted down … but I bite my lips 
and keep quiet.” You are no abolitionist and have 
strongly condemned those abolitionists, like John 

Brown, who broke the law and used violence in 
their efforts to stop slavery. However, you have 
always said that slavery should not be spread to 
any new states or territories.

You believe that what makes this a great 
country is the opportunity it provides its free citi-
zens. If you work hard, you can rise and succeed. 
Look at you: Your parents were not rich and now 
you may become president.

Right now, what you want most is to be 
elected. That will require you to convince people 
who have very different interests and ideas to 
compromise and to see that your positions are 
the best. You will be able to please some of the 
people on some of the issues, but not all the 
people on all the issues. Good luck.

In the “Campaign” period, you will meet 
with as many of the groups as you can. Listen to 
their concerns and test out some of your posi-
tions. They will also be talking to each other to 
try to build alliances so that they can urge you to 
adopt their positions on various issues. Hint: In 
order to win, you will probably need a majority 
of at least three of the four groups.

 Abraham Lincoln

HANDOUT

1.  Read over the questions included in “Election of 1860: Issues.” Come up with tentative positions 
on each of these issues. Don’t feel that you need to be sure at this stage. Remember that you’ll be 
meeting with each group and will be able to change positions afterwards.

2.  Decide among yourselves which of you will campaign with which groups. There are four other 
groups: northern workers, western farmers, southern planters, and northern manufacturers.

3.  Decide what questions you will ask the different social groups in the upcoming campaign session.
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YOU LIVE IN WESTERN AND MIDWESTERN 
states and territories—places like Illinois, Ohio, 
Nebraska, and Kansas. Your family owns a farm 
and you work it yourselves. You own no slaves. 
Some of you were born in the United States, but 
many of you come from other countries like Ger-
many and Great Britain. 

Like farmers everywhere, you want the best 
land you can get. Those of you in states like Ohio 
and Illinois think about moving someday to west-
ern territories like Kansas and Nebraska where 
there is plentiful, rich land and good amounts of 
rainfall. For all of you, perhaps your biggest worry 
is that southerners will move into the territories 
and bring their slaves with them. You hate slavery. 
Not because you believe that all people are created 
equal, but because slave labor would cheapen your 
labor. Any crop grown by slaves can be sold more 
cheaply. How can you compete against people 
who work for free? Let the slave owners keep their 
slaves in the South where they’ve always been. But 
every year, slave owners get more bold. In 1854 
Congress repealed the “Missouri Compromise” 

that outlawed slavery in Kansas and Nebraska. In 
the 1857 Dred Scott decision, the Supreme Court 
ruled that a slave owner can take slaves wherever 
he wants, and Congress can’t say anything about 
it. These slave owners have to keep away from free 
farmers like you.

For a long time there has been talk of the 
government giving good land in the West to 
farmers who will work it themselves. Congress 
passed a “homestead” act recently, but President 
Buchanan, a Democrat, vetoed it. Maybe you’d 
move and maybe you wouldn’t, but you sure 
would like the choice. Perhaps you could sell your 
farm for a profit and move west onto better land.

Another concern of yours these days is trans-
portation. Travel is slow. There’s no way to get 
way out west to California or Oregon except by 
wagon. And if you move farther west, how would 
you get manufactured goods like guns, stoves, and 
tools from the east? And you’d need some quick 
and safe way to get your products to market in 
the east. 

 

Western Farmers

HANDOUT
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YOU ARE A POWERFUL CLASS growing more 
powerful. You manufacture and sell products 
like cotton cloth and machinery. You depend on 
a government that will not interfere with your 
right to make profits. However, this isn’t to say 
you want a “do-nothing” government. Not at 
all. You have a number of concerns that require 
a strong and sympathetic government. You are 
still worried about products from other countries, 
especially from Great Britain and her colonies, 
being sold here more cheaply than your products. 
To make sure that people buy from you, you want 
the government to tax imported goods from other 
countries. These import taxes are called tariffs. 
For example, as recently as the early 1840s, cot-
ton cloth made in the U.S. sold for just under 
seven cents a yard. The tariff was seven and a half 
cents—over 100 percent! This was great because 
it made foreign cloth more expensive than your 
cloth. However in 1857 Congress lowered the tariff 
to 24 percent. This hurt your industry and, in fact, 
you think this contributed to the terrible depres-
sion of 1857, which still hurts business. Of course, 
some people support low tariffs because with low 
tariffs goods are cheaper to buy.

To keep growing, you need more and more 
places to sell your products. Transportation is 
a problem. If there were more railroads to the 
western states and territories you’d be able to sell 

a great deal more than you do now. You could get 
cheap food and whiskey from the western regions, 
and could sell them cloth, guns, tools, stoves, and 
the like. You’d also be able to invest in the rail-
roads and make even more money.

Here’s a problem: Many workers and farmers 
want the government to allow them to “home-
stead” (farm on free land) in the western terri-
tories. You worry about your workers leaving to 
become farmers. Then who’d do all the work? As 
it is, because of labor shortages, you pay between 
a third and a half more in wages than do factory 
owners in Great Britain. Cheaper labor gives them 
an unfair advantage. The only thing that helps 
out the labor shortage here is the steady supply 
of immigrants coming to the United States from 
Europe. The more workers available, the lower 
the wages you have to pay. You don’t like home-
steads—and you want a president who opposes 
homesteads—but you might be willing to put up 
with a homestead law if you could get the presi-
dent and Congress to support higher tariffs on 
foreign goods.

Your major political rivals are the southern 
slave owners, almost all of whom are Democrats. 
Just about everything you support, they oppose. 
You need the cheap cotton they send north and 
you need them to buy your products. But you 
don’t need them to get any stronger in Congress.

HANDOUT

 Northern Factory Owners  
and Merchants 



The Election of 1860 Role Play—Zinn Education Project    11

IT SEEMS THAT EVERYONE WHO IS NOT 
a southerner wants to destroy your way of life. 
Just last year, that lunatic criminal, John Brown, 
tried to start a slave uprising in Virginia. It failed 
miserably. But you know there are lots more 
crazy abolitionists where he came from. Brown 
even got financial support from church people 
in the North.

The coming election of 1860 is perhaps the 
most important election in the short history 
of this country. Here is your situation. As you 
know, your livelihood depends on growing crops 
like tobacco, rice, sugar, and especially cotton. A 
plantation requires a great deal of labor—slave 
labor. Above all, you want the South to remain 
open to slavery. However, you believe that in 
a free country you should also have the right 
to bring your slaves to wherever you choose to 
live. Fortunately, the Supreme Court seems to 
agree with you. In the 1857 Dred Scott decision, 
the Court decided that if a slave were taken to a 
“free” state, it didn’t mean the slave got his free-
dom. To you, the logical conclusion is that you 
should be able to own land in western territories 
like Kansas and Nebraska and bring your slaves 
to work that land. However, there are many in 
the North and West who want to outlaw slavery 
in the territories—in direct violation of the Con-
stitution. These people must be defeated at all 
costs. (For that matter, many in the South would 

like to take over Cuba and Nicaragua to open up 
more territory for the expansion of slavery. To 
them you have one thing to say: Good.)

To make matters worse, many in the North 
and West propose to give “free” farmers home-
steads in the territories—excellent land they can 
move onto. Nobody says anything about giving 
you free land and allowing you to bring your 
slaves. Why not? Because they are afraid that they 
won’t be able to compete. So they demand unfair 
government protection.

The rich owners in the North are happy to 
take your cheap cotton grown with slave labor, 
but their representatives in Congress have always 
voted for high tariffs—a tax on imports—so that 
they don’t have to compete with cheaper goods 
from Great Britain and her colonies. They make 
cotton shirts for less in India, but they cost more 
here because of the tariffs. In 1857, Congress low-
ered the tariffs to 24 percent. At one point they’d 
been over 100 percent. You want to keep them 
low—even lower than 24 percent.

The government also wants to take your tax 
money and give it to people who will build a rail-
road all the way to California. This will cost tens 
of millions of dollars. The railroad might help 
northerners sell cloth and iron tools in Kansas 
and California. But you have good rivers in the 
south. A northern railroad won’t help you.

 

HANDOUT

Southern Plantation Owners 
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YOU WORK IN A FACTORY that produces cloth 
from cotton. As you know, the United States is 
becoming more “industrialized.” Factories are 
springing up everywhere. Recently you read that 
in just the last 20 years, the value of manufactured 
goods produced by workers like you quadrupled. 
Many of you are native-born, and some of you left 
your farms for work in the cities. Others of you are 
from different countries, especially Ireland. Cur-
rently, you face a number of problems.

In 1857 a major depression hit the country 
and, at least temporarily, some of you lost your 
jobs. This taught you that even though more and 
more things are produced by machines in facto-
ries, you don’t have a guaranteed job. The factory 
owners try to convince you that the depression was 
caused by the Democrats in Congress who lowered 
the tariffs on imported manufactured goods in 
1857. The owners say that because foreign owners 
can find cheaper workers, the U.S. needs high tar-
iffs—which make foreign goods more expensive. 
Otherwise, American products can’t compete. Or 
so they say. The owners say that we should elect 
politicians who support high tariffs to protect 
American industries and American jobs.

Because of your job insecurity, and because 
factory jobs aren’t so great, many of you dream 
of owning your own farm out west. It would be 
expensive to pull up and move, but there is one 
proposal that would make it a lot cheaper. Some 
politicians support the idea of giving “home-
steads”—free land out west—to people who will 
work a plot of land with their families. This would 
be great. However, some people think that slave 
owners should be able to take advantage of the 
homesteads and bring in their slaves to work the 
land. With free workers, these southerners could 
sell their crops for almost nothing. How could you 
and other free farmers compete with that? 

Something else that would make it easier to 
move west is if there were railroads to take you 
there. You might want to go all the way to Califor-
nia or Oregon. But to do that now, it takes months 
of difficult and dangerous travel by wagon. For 
years, politicians have talked about building a 
railroad across the entire country, but so far they 
haven’t done anything about it. The owners sup-
port railroads because they say they’ll sell more 
products and that will make your jobs more 
secure. Of course, the owners say lots of things.

HANDOUT

Northern Workers


