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A War to Free the Slaves? 
 

Few documents in U.S. history share the 

hallowed reputation of the Emancipation Proclamation. 

Many, perhaps most, of you have heard of it. You 

know—at least vaguely—that it pronounced freedom 

for enslaved African Americans, and earned President 

Abraham Lincoln the title of Great Emancipator.  You 

may know what it says, but most haven’t read it. 

Every U.S. history textbook mentions it, but I’ve never 

seen a single textbook that actually includes its full text 

(including yours). 

Here, you will examine excerpts from Lincoln’s 

first inaugural address, the rarely mentioned original 

Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution that 

Lincoln promised to sign, and the Emancipation 

Proclamation. This lesson asks you to think about 

what these documents reveal about Lincoln’s war 

aims. Was it a war to free the slaves? 

 

 

 
 

A group of African American Union soldiers and their white officer in a portrait sketched in 1862. 
 

 

 

Procedure: 
 
1.  Question: If you were to ask what caused the Civil War (or why the South seceded?), what would be the 

most popular answer?  If they were asked why Abe Lincoln fought in the Civil War, what do you think they 

would mostly say?  

____________________________________________________________ 

By analyzing some key documents, we will test out these theories, but we also need to look at some data 



provide by the Pew Research Center in 2011, the 150th anniversary of the beginning of the Civil War 

 

We’re speaking here of real, underlying reasons for 

the war, not why particular individuals fought. 

Indeed, the war was ALWAYS about ending 

slavery if you were to ask a slave or a free 

“black” back in 1862.  As we may know, many 

“white” individuals did, from day one, fight to free 

the slaves; indeed, that was the only reason some 

people fought.  This activity focuses on Lincoln’s 

1861 Inaugural Address, the Emancipation 

Proclamation, a secondary source excerpts 

from historian Eric Foner (on the subject 

of the motivation of Lincoln regarding his 

original  13 t h  Amendment), the infamous 

Cornerstone Speech by Alexander 

Stephens (the VP of the Confederacy) and 

excerpts from the secessionist  documents 

drafted by the southern states –  i .e.  South 

Carolina -- when they seceded.  It highlights 

official aims, (i.e of Lincoln and the Confederacy).  

This excludes the aims of the abolition movement. 

Read through the documents.  Answer any 

questions that are below each document and 

document excerpt.  After your reading and 

questions are complete, you are to answer the 

following questions.  All of the questions are to be 

completed on a separate sheet of paper. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION QUESTONS (TO BE COMPLETED LAST): 

1. Why did the South secede and subsequently fight in the Civil War?  What role did “states rights” 

play in their decision to secede and fight in the war? 

2. Why do you think many northern elite [i.e. upper middle to wealthy businessmen, bankers, 

merchants, wholesalers, department store owners, dry goods store owners] was, in part, 

supportive of the war? (THIS ONE IS NOT FOUND IN ANY OF THE READINGS.  TRY AND 

USE YOUR HISTORICAL LOGIC). 

3. In a paragraph – Why, in the first two years of the Civil War, did Lincoln fight? Was the Civil 

War (at least in its first few years) a war to free the slaves? (You are expected to give a complex 

and nuanced response that accounts for all those mentioned). 
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From Lincoln’s First 

Inaugural Address 
 

March 4, 1861 

Excerpt #1 
 

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by the accession of a 

Republican administration their  property and their peace and personal security are to be endangered. There 

has never been any reasonable cause for such apprehension.  Indeed, the most ample evidence to the 

contrary has all the while existed and been open to their inspection. It is found in nearly all the published 

speeches of him who now addresses you. I do but quote from one of those speeches when I declare “I have 

no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe 

I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.” … 

I now reiterate these sentiments; and, in doing so, I only press upon the public attention the most conclusive 

evidence of which the case is susceptible, that the property, peace and security of no section are to be in 

any wise endangered by the now incoming administration. I add, too, that all the protection which, 

consistently with the Constitution and the laws, can be given, will be cheerfully given to all the States when 

lawfully demanded, for whatever cause—as cheerfully to one section as to another. 

 

Excerpt #2 
 

I understand a proposed amendment to the constitution—which amendment , h o w e v e r , I have 

not seen—has passed Congress, to the effect that the Federal Government shall never interfere with the 

domestic institutions of the States, including that of persons held to service. To avoid misconstruction of 

what I have said, I depart from my purpose not to speak of particular amendments so far as to say that, 

holding such a provision to now be implied constitutional law; I have no objection to its being made express 

and irrevocable. 

 
[from  Henry  Steele Commager,  ed.,  Documents  of American History (Sixth Edition) (New York: Apple- ton-Century-

Crofts, 1958); p. 385 and p. 388.] 

 

1. In your own words, summarize what Lincoln is saying in these two excerpts from his first inaugural address. 

What is he promising? 

2. Why does Lincoln say that the southern states shouldn’t worry about the Republicans endangering 

slavery? 

3. What reasons does Lincoln offer for why he will not interfere with slavery? 

4. What laws might Lincoln be referring to when he says that he will enforce the laws and offer protection 

“as cheerfully to one section as to another …”? 

5. Which part or parts of the country do you think Lincoln is mainly speaking to in these excerpts? 

 

 



Handout 
 

 
 
 

Original Proposed 13th Amendment to the Constitution 

February 1861 

(the Corwin Amendment) 

(and this was after the Crittenden Compromise) 
(Passed both Houses, was signed by Lincoln, but only ratified by 3 states before the Civil War began) 

 
 

No amendment shall be made to the 

Constitution  which will authorize or give to 

Congress the power to abolish or interfere, within 

any State, 

with the domestic institutions thereof, including 

that of persons held to labor or service by the laws 

of said State. 

 
 

Questions: 
 

1. Put the original 13th Amendment in your own words. 

2. By the time Abraham Lincoln gave this inaugural address in March 1861, seven states had already 

seceded from the Union. Why do you think these southern states did not accept his offer and return to 

the Union? 

3. If Lincoln was against slavery, why would he promise to make the protection of slavery 

“irrevocable”—permanent? In what sense was Lincoln against slavery? 

 

 

Here is en excerpt from Eric Foner’s Pulitzer Prize Winning “Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American 

Slavery.”   

 

 

p. 158 – “Near the end [of the 1st Inaugural Address] he took note of the proposed constitutional amendment 

permanently barring federal interference with slavery, stating that since it simply made explicit what was 

already “implied” constitutional law, he had no objection to its passage.  Lincoln and other Republicans had 

always assumed that slavery would end by state action, which the amendment did nothing to inhibit.  

Nonetheless, this was not a minor concession.  Republicans had long claimed that the Constitution did not 

explicitly recognize property in slaves.  Despite its careful avoidance of the word “slavery,” the amendment 

violated this principle, and for this reason a large number of Republicans had opposed its passage.  It would 

“engraft upon the Constitution an express recognition in property of man,’ said one congressman.  On March 7, 

Lincoln sent the proposed amendment to the states [which means he signed it].  Only three states ratified it – 

Ohio in 1861, and Maryland and Illinois in 1862.  When a Thirteenth Amendment was finally added to the 

Constitution in 1865 [which is portrayed in the film Lincoln] rather than making slavery permanent it 

irrevocably abolished it.” 

 

1. Why did Lincoln think passing this original 13th Amendment change nothing? 

2. Why were other Republicans against its passage? 

3. Is there a symbolic significance to this Amendment? 
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Emancipation Proclamation 
 

January 1, 1863 
 
 
 

A PROCLAMATION 
 

Whereas on the 22nd day of September, A.D. 

1862, a proclamation was issued by the President 

of the United States, containing, among other 

things, the following, to wit: 

“That on the 1st day of January, A.D. 1863, 

all persons held as slaves within any State or des- 

ignated part of a State the people whereof shall 

then be in rebellion against the United States shall 

be  then,  thenceforward,  and  forever free; and 

the executive government  of the United  States, 

including the military and naval authority thereof, 

will recognize and maintain the freedom of such 

persons and will do no act or acts to repress such 

persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may 

make for their actual freedom. 

“That  the  executive will on  the  1st day of 

January aforesaid, by proclamation, designate the 

States and  parts of States, if any, in which the 

people thereof, respectively, shall then be in rebel- 

lion against the United States; and the fact that 

any State or the people thereof shall on that day 

be in good faith represented in the Congress of 

the United States by members chosen thereto at 

elections wherein a majority of the qualified vot- 

ers of such States shall have participated shall, in 

the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be 

deemed conclusive evidence that such State and 

the people thereof are not then in rebellion against 

the United States.” 

Now, therefore, I, Abraham Lincoln, President 

of the United States, by virtue of the power in me 

vested as Commander-In-Chief of the Army and 

Navy of the United States in time of actual armed 

rebellion against the authority and government of 

the United States, and as a fit and necessary war 

measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this 

1st day of January, A.D. 1863, and in accordance 

with my purpose so to do, publicly proclaimed 

for the full period of one hundred days from the 

first day above mentioned, order and designate as 

the States and parts of States wherein the people 

thereof, respectively, are this day in rebellion 

against the United States the following, to wit: 

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana (except the par- 

ishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, Jefferson, St. 

John, St. Charles, St. James, Ascension, Assump- 

tion, Terrebone, Lafourche, St. Mary, St. Martin, 

and Orleans, including the city of New Orleans), 

Mississippi, Alabama, Florida,  Georgia,  South 

Carolina, North  Carolina, and  Virginia (except 

the forty-eight counties designated as West Vir- 

ginia, and also the counties of Berkeley, Accomac, 

Northhampton,   Elizabeth City,  York,  Princess 

Anne, and Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk 

and Portsmouth),  and which excepted parts are 

for the present left precisely as if this proclamation 

were not issued. 

And by virtue of the power and for the pur- 

pose aforesaid, I do order and declare that all 

persons held as slaves within said designated States 

and parts of States are, and henceforward shall be, 

free; and that the Executive Government of the 

United  States, including the military and  naval 

authorities  thereof, will recognize and maintain 

the freedom of said persons. 

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so 

declared to be free to abstain from all violence, 

unless in necessary self-defense; and I recommend 

 



to them that, in all case when allowed, they labor 

faithfully for reasonable wages. 

And I further declare and make known that 

such persons of suitable condition will be received 

into the armed service of the United States to gar- 

rison forts, positions, stations, and other places, 

and to man vessels of all sorts in said service. 

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be 

an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution 

upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate 

judgment of mankind and the gracious favor of 

Almighty God. 

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 first day 

of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand 

eight hundred and sixty-three, and of the Inde- 

pendence of the United States of America the 

eighty-seventh. 

By the President: ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

WILLIAM H. SEWARD, Secretary of State. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Define the document’s title word by word.  

2. T h e  Emancipation Proclamation was issued over three months (September 22, 1862) from 

the date it was to take effect (January 1, 1863). What was the significance of the proclamation 

not taking effect immediately?  In other words, what “last chance” did it give to the seceding 

southern states? 

3. Why doesn’t the Emancipation Proclamation simply declare immediate freedom for all 

people held as slaves anywhere in the United States? 

4. Why does Lincoln say he is issuing this proclamation?  

5. What advice does Lincoln offer to the people who may eventually be freed by the 

proclamation?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Alexander H. Stephens (1812-1883): 

Cornerstone Address, March 21, 1861 

 

Alexander H. Stephens (1812-1883), although originally opposed to secession, was elected vice-president of 

the Confederacy. After the war he returned to political service in Georgia and in the House of 

Representatives. He was elected governor of Georgia in 1882 and died in office.  I have severely excerpted his 

speech for the purposes of this assignment. 

We are in the midst of one of the greatest epochs in our history. The last ninety days will mark one of the 

most memorable eras in the history of modern civilization...Allow me briefly to allude to some of these 

improvements [made by this Confederate Constitution]…the new Constitution has put at rest forever all the 

agitating questions relating to our peculiar institutions-African slavery as it exists among us-the proper 

status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present 

revolution. Jefferson, in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the "rock upon which the old Union would split." 

He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully comprehended the 

great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by him 

and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the formation of the old Constitution were, that the 

enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, 

morally and politically. It was an evil they knew not well how to deal with; but the general opinion of the men 

of that day was, that, somehow or other, in the order of Providence, the institution would be evanescent and 

pass away. This idea, though not incorporated in the Constitution, was the prevailing idea at the time. The 

Constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution while it should last, and hence no 

argument can be justly used against the constitutional guarantees thus secured, because of the common 

sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of 

the equality of races. This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the idea of a Government built upon 

it-when the "storm came and the wind blew, it fell." 

Questions about Stephens Cornerstone Speech:  

1. What does Stephens clearly is the cause of the current rebellion? 

2. What, according to Stephens, was a major mistake of the Founders?  Briefly explain. 

 

 
 

  



Declaration of the Immediate Causes Which Induce and Justify the 

Secession of South Carolina from the Federal Union 

April 26, 1852 

Excerpt 1 – Southern Commentary on the Fugitive Slave Act(s): 

In the present case, that fact is established with certainty. We assert that fourteen of the States have 

deliberately refused, for years past, to fulfill their constitutional obligations, and we refer to their own Statutes 

for the proof. 

The Constitution of the United States, in its fourth Article, provides as follows: "No person held to 

service or labor in one State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in consequence of any law 

or regulation therein, be discharged from such service or labor, but shall be delivered up, on claim of the party 

to whom such service or labor may be due." 

This stipulation was so material to the compact that without it that compact would not have been made. 

The greater number of the contracting parties held slaves, and they had previously evinced their estimate of 

the value of such a stipulation by making it a condition in the Ordinance for the government of the territory 

ceded by Virginia, which now composes the States north of the Ohio River. 

The same article of the Constitution stipulates also for rendition by the several States of fugitives from 

justice from the other States. 

 

Excerpt 2: South Carolina’ s Specific Comments Regarding Slavery: 

… an increasing hostility on the part of the non-slaveholding States to the institution of slavery, has led to a 

disregard of their obligations, and the laws of the General Government have ceased to effect the objects of the 

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

New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin and Iowa, have enacted laws which either 

nullify the Acts of Congress or render useless any attempt to execute them. In many of these States the 

fugitive is discharged from service or labor claimed, and in none of them has the State Government complied 

with the stipulation made in the Constitution. …Thus the constituted compact has been deliberately broken 

and disregarded by the non-slaveholding States, and the consequence follows that South Carolina is released 

from her obligation. 

We affirm that these ends for which this Government was instituted have been defeated, and the 

Government itself has been made destructive of them by the action of the non-slaveholding States. Those 

States have assume the right of deciding upon the propriety of our domestic institutions; and have denied the 

rights of property established in fifteen of the States and recognized by the Constitution; they have denounced 

as sinful the institution of slavery; they have permitted open establishment among them of societies, whose 

avowed object is to disturb the peace and to eloign the property of the citizens of other States. They have 

encouraged and assisted thousands of our slaves to leave their homes; and those who remain, have been 

incited by emissaries, books and pictures to servile insurrection. 

For twenty-five years this agitation has been steadily increasing, until it has now secured to its aid the 

power of the common Government. … A geographical line has been drawn across the Union, and all the 

States north of that line have united in the election of a man to the high office of President of the United 

States, whose opinions and purposes are hostile to slavery. He is to be entrusted with the administration of the 

common Government, because he has declared that that "Government cannot endure permanently half slave, 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/art4.asp
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/nworder.asp
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/art4.asp


half free," [Abe said that during the Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858, in his famous “House Divided” speech] 

and that the public mind must rest in the belief that slavery is in the course of ultimate extinction. 

 

Questions about SC Secession excerpts: 

1. In excerpt 1, what was South Carolina angry with the North for not enforcing? 

2. Was the South rejecting or asserting the doctrine of “States Rights” by complaining about many 

regions of the North refusing to enforce the Fugitive Slave law?  Briefly explain (a few 

sentences). 

3. In excerpt 2, what does South Carolina make clear is their primary complaint against the North? 

4. In excerpt 2, what who are the societies that the South is referring to (which the North has 

“allowed” to exist? 

5. In excerpt 2, what is their general complaint about Lincoln? 

 
 
 
 
 

 


