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SECTIONAL DIFFERENCES AND THE ROAD TO CIVIL WAR c.1840-1861
This guide is in two sections – an introduction to the issue followed by a worked example on teaching 
and learning on one of the issues in the Depth Study.

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION
In approaching the teaching of Unit 2 for the interpretation question (Question 2) teachers need to 
focus on Assessment Objective 3 which demands that learners: 

analyse and evaluate, in relation to the historical context, different ways in which aspects of the past have 
been interpreted.

The Assessment Objective uses the key phrase “in relation to the historical context” which goes beyond 
just general factual knowledge of what happened. 

In the Specification each of the depth studies identifies at least FOUR aspects of the past to be 
studied in relation to the different ways they have been interpreted by various historians or groups of 
historians. These are identified in the Specification where it states:

Historical interpretations of key issues from this period
different historical interpretations of key issues in this period covering a range of developments including:

• the institution of slavery and the impact of the abolitionist movement

• the reasons for the failure to achieve compromise

• the role of key individuals such as Calhoun, Clay, Douglas and Lincoln

• the causes of the Civil War.

The Teacher Guide that supports the qualification advises teachers that:

It is expected that learners will be aware of a range of possible interpretations of these key issues made by 
historians but specific knowledge and recall of particular historians and their careers or publications is not 
required. Question 2 will focus on assessing the extent to which candidates are able to analyse and evaluate 
the validity of the two provided interpretations on a specific issue in the appropriate historical context and 
also to show an awareness of different interpretations of the issue set. Centres should encourage candidates 
to debate and offer a judgement on the key issue set and consider a number of interpretations within the 
wider historical debate over this issue. Candidates are expected to be aware of the debate - and able 
to consider other possible interpretations than the ones presented - but detailed knowledge of particular 
historians, their career and works are not required. Centres should encourage their learners to analyse and 
evaluate the two extracts provided not only to identify differences in interpretations but also to discuss how 
and why different interpretations have been formed.

The two key phrases in this guidance are:

1. The appropriate historical context by which we mean learners should be taught the historical 
events and developments associated with all FOUR of the issues identified in the specification.

2. The wider historical debate by which we mean learners should be taught and understand how 
and why historians have formed different historical interpretations of each of the key aspects - 
but they do not need to discuss the historiographical development. 
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Learners need to be aware of the wider historical debate surrounding these identified issues and 
different schools of thought - and different schools of history. So, for example, they will be aware that 
there are traditional and revisionist schools of History on the reasons for the outbreak of the American 
Civil War, but it is not required for them to know names of specific historians or that one historian was 
influenced by the work of another. Those are expectations in the NEA at Unit 5 – what we call there the 
developing historical debate - but not in the examinations at Unit 2. At best learners should be aware 
developments in History can be seen in a variety of ways and are able to appreciate that interpretations 
are formed for certain reasons and that they are provisional and open to challenge and change.

This may be done at Unit 2 by explaining that historians may make and debate different interpretations 
based on a number of considerations such as 

• the availability of primary evidence

• the emphasis that they place on particular events and developments

• their focus on the varying importance of political, social, religious, economic and / or other aspects 
of history

• the influence of other historians who represent a similar school of thought.

The approach above is reinforced by the requirement at each of the mark schemes that “Overall 
candidates will analyse both interpretations using their own understanding of the debate over this issue, offer 
an evaluation of the validity of the given interpretations and provide a judgement on the issue in the question 
that ….”.
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PART TWO: A WORKED EXAMPLE
This example is taken from the Specification on Sectional Differences and the Road to Civil War, 
c.1840-1861

It focuses on both the appropriate historical context and the wider historical debate. This example is 
based on the key issue of the causes of the American Civil War.

1. The appropriate historical context
The specification outlines that teachers should ensure that learners are taught about:

Social, political and economic characteristics of northern and southern states; the institution of slavery; the 
Compromise of 1850 and its effects; the Fugitive Slave Law; the Dred Scott case of 1857; the role of Abraham 
Lincoln; John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry; the Presidential election of 1860; the secession of South Carolina; 
the creation of the Confederacy

Knowledge and awareness of this content will enable candidates to become familiar with the context 
surrounding the issue to be interpreted. 

2. The wider historical debate
Teachers should also ensure that the learners are taught about how and why historians have formed 
different historical interpretations of the causes of the American Civil War and that there has been a 
debate amongst historians on this issue. This should include considering that historians investigating 
the causes of the American Civil War may represent schools of thoughts such as:

Interpretation School of thought Supporting context

The American Civil War was 
fought over the issue of 
slavery

A traditional and standard 
interpretation

The issue of slavery was the 
main point of disagreement 
between northern and 
southern states

The institution of slavery 
was in decline by the 1850s 
- other factors were more 
responsible

A revisionist interpretation 
based on economic change

Slavery – and the whole 
economy of the south – was 
in marked decline by the 
1850s

Personal ambition of 
politicians and agitators was 
more influential

Another revisionist 
interpretation critical of the 
role of individuals

Disruptive role played by 
leading abolitionists such as 
Brown and politicians such as 
Douglas and Lincoln

The Civil War was based more 
on disagreements over states’ 
rights

An interpretation based on 
political disagreements 

Slavery became a test of 
how much power a state 
had compared to federal 
authority

While other factors played 
a role, slavery remained the 
fundamental cause

A post-revisionist 
interpretation restoring the 
importance of slavery

Slavery retained huge 
economic power and was 
also about racial control

Learners should also be taught that over the past 150 years historians have made different 
interpretations of the causes of the American Civil War and have created different schools of history 
regarding this issue. For example they could learn that the debate began straight after the conclusion of 
the Civil War in the 1860s with the development of the Lost Cause myth and the legacy of reconstruction 
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in the South. By the 1920 historians had begun to revise their views in the aftermath of World War I 
and tended to emphasise the mistakes of blundering politicians and agitators. The moral dimension 
of slavery was often sidelined. As the century progressed, other schools of thought emphasized issues 
such as the economic differences between North and South and the arguements over states’ rights 
which had dominated American history since its formation in the 1780s. After the success of the Civil 
Rights movement in the 1960s, another school of history emerged which returned to the argument that 
slavery was a fundamental cause of the Civil War on both economic and racial grounds. 

3. Testing validity
In order to discuss and test the validity of different interpretations, student may like to consider the 
following issues in making their judgments:

• What interpretation is being made?

• What historical support is there for this interpretation?

• How does this interpretation fit into the wider historical debate?

• How valid / convincing is this interpretation when compared to others?

4. Checking your work
Use this checklist to assess your response to the interpretation exercise set in Unit 2, Question 2.

Have you:  YES  NO

Understood the set question.     

Analysed Interpretation 1 and 2 to identify the interpretation contained in 
each extract.     

Analysed Interpretation 1 and 2 to identify the historical developments 
and date range referred to in each extract [the context of each 
interpretation].

    

Discussed, using the context of the appropriate historical events and 
developments, why these historians have made different or differing 
interpretations.

    

Analysed Interpretation 1 and 2 to identify the school of history or school 
of thought represented by these historians [the historical debate].     

Discussed, using the context of the historical debate over the set issue, 
why these historians have made different or differing interpretations.     

Discussed and evaluated the validity of Interpretation 1 and 2 using your 
awareness of a range of other interpretations of the set issue.     

Provided a judgement on the validity of the interpretation in the question 
set.     

Read over and corrected any mistakes?     

 

Are there any aspects of your response which need to be improved? 


