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Why did Texas Secede from the Union in 1861? 
 

By Charles H. Martin, Keith A. Erekson, & Bradley J. Cartwright, University of Texas at El Paso 

 

This lesson plan focuses on the secession of Texas from the federal union in 1861 and the 

TEKS guidelines for discussing the topic in seventh grade Texas History classes.  The lesson plan can 

also be used for discussions in high school courses in United States History and also in government 

classes.  The old state guidelines did not attempt to explain the motives behind secession, but the 

current standards, adopted in 2010 after a contentious review process, instruct teachers to “explain 

reasons for the involvement of Texas in the Civil War such as states’ rights, slavery, sectionalism, and 

tariffs.”  Our instruction model assigns students to read all or parts of the original 1861 document 

(attached to this lesson plan), identify the reasons advanced to justify secession, and to compare their 

findings with each other and then with the interpretations mandated by the 2010 guidelines.  The 

lesson plan also provides some suggestions about how to structure such discussions in your classes and 

a variety of sample questions for students to answer.  

 

Standards 

 
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS, 2010), Grade 7, Texas History  

 

§113.19.b.5.A:    explain reasons for the involvement of Texas in the Civil War 

§113.19.b.21.A:  differentiate between, locate, and use valid primary and secondary  

 sources  

§113.19.b.21.B:  analyze information by…comparing, contrasting 

§113.19.b.21.F:  identify bias in written, oral, and visual material 

 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS, 2010), Grade 11, U.S. History 

 

§113.41.c.29.A:  use a variety of both primary and secondary valid sources to acquire  

 information 

§113.41.c.29.B:  analyze information by…comparing, contrasting 

§113.41.c.29.F:  identify bias in written, oral, and visual material 

 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS, 2010), Grade 12, United States Government 

 

§113.44.c.9.C:    analyze historical…conflicts over the respective roles of national and  

 state governments 

§113.44.c.20.A:  analyze information by…comparing, contrasting 

§113.44.c.20.D:  analyze and evaluate the validity of information…from primary and  

 secondary sources 
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Background Information 

 

During 2009 and 2010 the Texas State Board of Education (SBOE) undertook a lengthy 

revision of the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS).  The process involved input from 

teachers, parents, outside reviewers, and interested citizens via written evaluations and oral 

presentations at public hearings.  There was considerable and at times heated public debate over the 

inclusion of certain topics and individuals, as well as the exclusion of other topics and individuals.  

Some Texans complained that racial and ethnic minorities were not fully included under the new 

guidelines, while other individuals worried that traditional Texas heroes were being marginalized.  The 

guidelines also received some criticism for selecting states’ rights as the first choice in the list of 

reasons for secession, and Gary Trudeau’s nationally-syndicated comic strip “Doonesbury” made fun 

of that choice by quoting passages from the 1861 document that explicitly defended slavery.   

The reasons for secession by Texas and ten other states help explain the basic values and 

principles that the Confederate States of America was founded upon and sought to protect.  The true 

nature of secession and the formation of the Confederacy took on special meaning in August, 2017, 

after a deadly clash in Charlottesville, Virginia, between an array of right-wing, neo-Nazi, and white 

supremacy groups defending a statue of Confederate General Robert E. Lee and protestors challenging 

the the legitimacy of these extremist groups and the statue.  In the wake of Charlottesville, state and 

city governments, as well as school districts, reexamined the propriety of public monuments to 

Confederate politicians and generals, as well as the names of streets and schools.  However, this 

national debate over the historical memory of the Confederacy sometimes ignored the actual reasons 

for secession.  The current learning exercise places students back into the context of the 1860-1861 

national crisis and turns them into historical detectives seeking to unravel the reasons that caused 

Texas to withdraw from the federal union that it had so enthusiastically joined over a decade and a half 

earlier.  So why did Texas secede from the Union in 1861? 

 

Procedure 

 

1.. Assign students to read “A Declaration of the Causes which Impel the State of Texas to Secede 

from the Federal Union,” adopted by a vote of 166-8 on February 2, 1861, by a special convention of 

delegates in Austin.  A slightly abridged version of the document is included with this lesson plan.  

Copies of the full document are readily available online through virtually any search engine.  The 

Texas State Library and Archives Commission has made the document available at:  

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ref/abouttx/secession/2feb1861.html .  Follow your preferences for assigning 

reading tasks (individual and/or group, entire statement or selected paragraphs) emphasizing close 

reading (audience, context, purpose), and taking notes or highlighting (on the document or in a 

notebook).  Some important questions to be answered include:  What was the purpose of the document, 

given that a referendum on secession will subsequently be held?  How would that affect the arguments 

in the document?  What are the most important complaints raised?  Is the document “fair and 

balanced” or is it slanted?  Are there any exaggerations?  What basic values of the delegates are 

apparent in the document? 

 

2. Students should report their findings in small groups and/or to the entire class.  It might be helpful to 

write a list of their findings on a white board or butcher paper.  Students will find reasons that include:  

federal opposition to the expansion of slavery, mob rule in Kansas, the failure of the federal 

government to protect Texas from Indians and Mexicans, northern state violations of the U.S. 

Constitution (article 4, section 2, clause, 3, on runaway slaves_ a Republican Party that allegedly 

endorsed “the debasing doctrine of the equality of all men, irrespective of race or color,” abolitionists 

(who control Congress, encourage runaway slaves, send defamatory mailings, hire insurrectionists, 

block legislation to protect Texas from Indians, and elected a President who wants to ruin the 

https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ref/abouttx/secession/2feb1861.html


slaveholding states), and the fact that six other Deep South slave states have seceded, leaving Texas 

potentially isolated  geographically.  Encourage them to separate major reasons from relatively minor 

ones. 

 

3.  After students have reached their conclusions about the reasons for secession, introduce the TEKS 

list of fundamental causes—states’ rights, slavery, sectionalism, and tariffs—and ask students to group 

specific complaints under these broad categories.  Questions that you can eventually bring up to make 

them think further include:  Concerning states’ rights, is that phrase actually used in the document?  As 

for slavery, don’t the majority of free Texas families not own slaves?  As for sectionalism, what are the 

specific issues on which the sections disagree?  And as for tariffs, how much of the document is 

devoted to this issue?  

 

4. Next, have students compare the reasons they found in the 1861 document with the explanations 

offered by the TEKS guidelines.  What similarities and differences can they identify between the two? 

 What reasons appear in both the original document and the TEKS guidelines?  (slavery,  

  sectionalism) 

 What reasons given in 1861 are missing from the current guidelines?  Possibilities  

  include protection from “savages” and Mexicans, northern annulment of the  

  Constitution, the Republican Party’s alleged endorsement of racial equality, and  

  abolitionists’ hostility. 

 What other concepts unite the reasons Texans gave in 1861?  (white supremacy, racism, a  

  sense of grievance) 

 What reasons given by the guidelines hardly appear in the document?  (tariffs, states’  

  rights) 

How is it different to argue that Northerners are not upholding their Constitutional  

 responsibilities (returning runaway slaves, etc.) versus arguing that any state has  

 the right to withdraw from the federal union whenever it wants (states’ rights)?   

 Where in the U.S. Constitution does it say that a state has the right to secede?  

How might our normal wish to have positive thoughts about our ancestors influence  

 which issue we would like to think motivated Texans in 1861? 

Whose potential opinions about secession are absolutely ignored in the document?   

 (enslaved people, unionists like Governor Sam Houston) 

 

5. Suggestions for revisions to the lesson plan may be sent to the Center for History Teaching and 

Learning, Liberal Arts 334, University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso, 79968. 

 

 

 
Charles H. Martin is professor of history at UTEP.  Bradley J. Cartwright is professor of practice and the director of the 

Center for History Teaching and Learning at UTEP.  Keith A. Erekson is the former director of CHTL. 

  



A Declaration of the Causes Which Impel the State  

of Texas to Secede from the Federal Union.  
2/02/61 

The government of the United States, by certain joint resolutions, bearing date the 1st day of 

March, in the year A.D. 1845, proposed to the Republic of Texas, then a free, sovereign and 

independent nation, the annexation of the latter to the former as one of the co-equal States 

thereof, 

The people of Texas, by deputies in convention assembled, on the fourth day of July of the same 

year, assented to and accepted said proposals and formed a constitution for the proposed State, 

upon which on the 29th day of December in the same year, said State was formally admitted into 

the Confederated Union [i.e. the U.S.]. 

Texas abandoned her separate national existence and consented to become one of the 

Confederated [i.e. THE U.S.] States to promote her welfare, insure domestic tranquility and 

secure more substantially the blessings of peace and liberty to her people. She was received into 

the confederacy [i.e. the U.S.] with her own constitution, under the guarantee of the federal 

constitution and the compact of annexation, that she should enjoy these blessings. She was 

received as a commonwealth holding, maintaining and protecting the institution known as negro 

slavery--the servitude of the African to the white race within her limits--a relation that had 

existed from the first settlement of her wilderness by the white race, and which her people 

intended should exist in all future time. Her institutions and geographical position established 

the strongest ties between her and other slave-holding States of the confederacy [the U.S.]. Those 

ties have been strengthened by association. But what has been the course of the government of 

the United States, and of the people and authorities of the non-slave-holding States, since our 

connection with them? 

The controlling majority of the Federal Government, under various pretences and disguises, has 

so administered the same as to exclude the citizens of the Southern States, unless under odious 

and unconstitutional restrictions, from all the immense territory owned in common by all the 

States on the Pacific Ocean, for the avowed purpose of acquiring sufficient power in the common 

government to use it as a means of destroying the institutions of Texas and her sister slave-

holding States. 

By the disloyalty of the Northern States and their citizens and the imbecility of the Federal 

Government, infamous combinations of incendiaries and outlaws have been permitted in those 

States and the common territory of Kansas to trample upon the federal laws, to war upon the 

lives and property of Southern citizens in that territory, and finally, by violence and mob law, to 

usurp the possession of the same as exclusively the property of the Northern States. 

The Federal Government, while but partially under the control of these our unnatural and 

sectional enemies, has for years almost entirely failed to protect the lives and property of the 

people of Texas against the Indian savages on our border, and more recently against the 

murderous forays of banditti from the neighboring territory of Mexico; and when our State 

government has expended large amounts for such purpose, the Federal Government has refused 



reimbursement therefore, thus rendering our condition more insecure and harassing than it was 

during the existence of the Republic of Texas. 

These and other wrongs we have patiently borne in the vain hope that a returning sense of 

justice and humanity would induce a different course of administration. 

When we advert to the course of individual non-slave-holding States, and that [of] a majority of 

their citizens, our grievances assume far greater magnitude. 

The States of Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New 

York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, Michigan and Iowa, by solemn legislative enactments, 

have deliberately, directly or indirectly violated the 3rd clause of the 2nd section of the 4th 

article of the federal constitution, and laws passed in pursuance thereof; thereby annulling a 

material provision of the compact, designed by its framers to perpetuate amity between the 

members of the confederacy [the U.S.] and to secure the rights of the slave-holdings States in 

their domestic institutions--a provision founded in justice and wisdom, and without the 

enforcement of which the compact fails to accomplish the object of its creation. Some of those 

States have imposed high fines and degrading penalties upon any of their citizens or officers who 

may carry out in good faith that provision of the compact, or the federal laws enacted in 

accordance therewith. 

In all the non-slave-holding States, in violation of that good faith and comity which should exist 

between entirely distinct nations, the people have formed themselves into a great sectional party, 

now strong enough in numbers to control the affairs of each of those States, based upon the 

unnatural feeling of hostility to these Southern States and their beneficent and patriarchal 

system of African slavery, proclaiming the debasing doctrine of the equality of all men, 

irrespective of race or color--a doctrine at war with nature, in opposition to the experience of 

mankind, and in violation of the plainest revelations of the Divine Law. They demand the 

abolition of negro slavery throughout the confederacy [the U.S.], the recognition of political 

equality between the white and the negro races, and avow their determination to press on their 

crusade against us, so long as a negro slave remains in these States. 

For years past this abolition organization has been actively sowing the seeds of discord through 

the Union, and has rendered the federal congress the arena for spreading firebrands and hatred 

between the slave-holding and non-slave-holding States. 

By consolidating their strength, they have placed the slave-holding States in a hopeless minority 

in the federal congress, and rendered representation of no avail in protecting Southern rights 

against their exactions and encroachments. 

They have proclaimed, and at the ballot box sustained, the revolutionary doctrine that there is a 

"higher law" than the constitution and laws of our Federal Union, and virtually that they will 

disregard their oaths and trample upon our rights. 



They have for years past encouraged and sustained lawless organizations to steal our slaves and 

prevent their recapture, and have repeatedly murdered Southern citizens while lawfully seeking 

their rendition. 

They have invaded Southern soil and murdered unoffending citizens, and through the press their 

leading men and a fanatical pulpit have bestowed praise upon the actors and assassins in these 

crimes, while the governors of several of their States have refused to deliver parties implicated 

and indicted for participation in such offences, upon the legal demands of the States aggrieved. 

They have, through the mails and hired emissaries, sent seditious pamphlets and papers among 

us to stir up servile insurrection and bring blood and carnage to our firesides.   

They have sent hired emissaries among us to burn our towns and distribute arms and poison to 

our slaves for the same purpose. 

They have impoverished the slave-holding States by unequal and partial legislation, thereby 

enriching themselves by draining our substance. 

They have refused to vote appropriations for protecting Texas against ruthless savages, for the 

sole reason that she is a slave-holding State. 

And, finally, by the combined sectional vote of the seventeen non-slave-holding States, they have 

elected as president and vice-president of the [U.S.] two men whose chief claims to such high 

positions are their approval of these long continued wrongs, and their pledges to continue them 

to the final consummation of these schemes for the ruin of the slave-holding States. 

In view of these and many other facts, it is meet that our own views should be distinctly 

proclaimed. 

We hold as undeniable truths that the governments of the various States, and of the confederacy 

[the U.S.] itself, were established exclusively by the white race, for themselves and their 

posterity; that the African race had no agency in their establishment; that they were rightfully 

held and regarded as an inferior and dependent race, and in that condition only could their 

existence in this country be rendered beneficial or tolerable. 

That in this free government all white men are and of right ought to be entitled to equal civil and 

political rights; that the servitude of the African race, as existing in these States, is mutually 

beneficial to both bond and free, and is abundantly authorized and justified by the experience of 

mankind, and the revealed will of the Almighty Creator, as recognized by all Christian nations; 

while the destruction of the existing relations between the two races, as advocated by our 

sectional enemies, would bring inevitable calamities upon both and desolation upon the fifteen 

slave-holding States. 



By the secession of six of the slave-holding States, and the certainty that others will speedily do 

likewise, Texas has no alternative but to remain in an isolated connection with the North, or 

unite her destinies with the South. 

For these and other reasons, solemnly asserting that the federal constitution has been violated 

and virtually abrogated by the several States named, seeing that the federal government is now 

passing under the control of our enemies to be diverted from the exalted objects of its creation to 

those of oppression and wrong, and realizing that our own State can no longer look for 

protection, but to God and her own sons--We the delegates of the people of Texas, in Convention 

assembled, have passed an ordinance dissolving all political connection with the government of 

the United States of America and the people thereof and confidently appeal to the intelligence 

and patriotism of the freemen of Texas to ratify the same at the ballot box, on the 23rd day of the 

present month. 

Adopted in Convention on the 2nd day of Feby, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred 

and sixty-one and of the independence of Texas the twenty-fifth. 

SOURCE:  https://www.tsl.state.tx.us/ref/aboutTX/secession/2feb1861.html .  See also Ernest William 

Winkler, ed., Journal of the Secession Convention of Texas 1861, Edited From the Original in the 

Department of State.... Austin: Texas Library and Historical Commission, 1912, pp. 61-65. 
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