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The American Civil War, a watershed moment in the history of the 
United States, has long been examined through various lenses of 
cause and consequence. In the discourse of Civil War studies, the 
narrative often oscillates between economic motives and the 
profound issue of slavery. Our paper, titled "Lincoln's Gettysburg 
Address Switched The Civil War From Economics to Slavery," 
delves into the pivotal role of President Abraham Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg Address in reframing the purpose of this bloody 
conflict. Initially dominated by the aims of preserving the Union 
and addressing economic disparities between the North and the 
South, the war underwent a significant transformation in its 
objectives following Lincoln’s profound speech at Gettysburg. This 
analysis explores how the Address shifted the war's narrative 
from a fight centered around economic and union preservation to 
a moral crusade against the institution of slavery, thereby 
reshaping not only the course of the war but also the nation's 
future trajectory towards civil rights and equality. 
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Introduction 

The American Civil War, a defining moment in the nation’s history, 
was the culmination of a series of complex and interwoven 
causes that have long been the subject of intense scholarly 
debate. Traditionally, historians have pointed to a myriad of 
factors including deep-seated economic, social, and political 
differences that divided the North and the South. However, at the 
heart of these tensions lay the contentious issue of slavery, a 
subject that not only fueled economic disparities but also raised 
profound moral and human rights questions that the young nation 
grappled with. As the United States inched closer to the brink of 
war, the proposed Corwin Amendment emerged as a last-ditch 
effort to avert conflict. This amendment, which sought to 
permanently protect the institution of slavery in states where it 
already existed, was a clear indication of the lengths to which 
political leaders were willing to go to preserve the Union. Its 
eventual failure, therefore, marked a significant turning point in 
the nation's journey towards war. 

This paper seeks to examine the trajectory of the Civil War's 
evolving narrative, particularly focusing on how the failure of the 
Corwin Amendment and the eloquence of Abraham Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg Address significantly altered the perceived focus of 
the war. Initially cast largely in terms of economic differences and 
the preservation of the Union, the war's narrative experienced a 
marked shift as the issue of slavery increasingly came to the 
forefront. The Gettysburg Address, delivered in the midst of the 
war, was not just a poignant tribute to the fallen soldiers but also a 
powerful rearticulation of the war’s purpose. In this address, 
Lincoln deftly reframed the conflict, casting it as a struggle not just 
for the preservation of the Union, but for a new birth of freedom 
that would bring an end to slavery in the nation. This paper 
proposes to delve into this transformation in perception, exploring 
how the failure of the Corwin Amendment set the stage for a war 
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that would ultimately be fought as much for human liberty as for 
economic or political unity. By analyzing the changing goals and 
rhetoric of the time, this paper aims to provide a nuanced 
understanding of the Civil War’s causes, underlining the pivotal 
role of the Gettysburg Address in reshaping the American 
narrative on the war and the issue of slavery. 

 
The Corwin Amendment: Context and Failure 

The Corwin Amendment, introduced against the backdrop of a 
nation teetering on the brink of disunion, represents a pivotal, yet 
often overlooked, chapter in the prelude to the American Civil 
War. Named after its proposer, Ohio Congressman Thomas 
Corwin, the amendment was a desperate attempt by the federal 
government to stave off the secession of Southern states. The 
Corwin Amendment sought to achieve this by addressing the 
most divisive issue of the time: slavery. Its text was clear and 
unequivocal; it proposed an amendment to the Constitution that 
would forbid any future amendments from altering or abolishing 
slavery in the states where it already existed. This was an 
extraordinary measure, designed to allay the fears of the 
Southern states that the newly elected President Abraham Lincoln 
and his administration would interfere with the institution of 
slavery, which was integral to their social and economic fabric. 

The intended purpose of the Corwin Amendment was twofold: 
firstly, to serve as a conciliatory gesture towards the Southern 
states, assuring them that their ‘peculiar institution’ would remain 
untouched, and secondly, to hold the Union together by 
demonstrating a willingness to compromise on the issue of 
slavery. This amendment, had it been ratified, would have 
become the unalterable law of the land, embedding the protection 
of slavery permanently within the Constitution. 
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However, the Corwin Amendment was destined to fail. The 
outbreak of the Civil War in April 1861, just as the amendment 
was being debated and sent to the states for ratification, shifted 
the political landscape dramatically. The firing on Fort Sumter and 
the subsequent call to arms by President Lincoln polarized the 
nation further, rendering any attempts at constitutional 
compromise moot. The urgency and the violence of the conflict 
overshadowed the amendment process, and the focus of the 
nation moved from legislative solutions to military ones. The 
amendment, which had been seen as a potential solution to the 
secession crisis, became irrelevant in the context of the war. Only 
a handful of states had ratified it before the war's escalation made 
its passage impossible. 

The failure of the Corwin Amendment had profound implications. 
It demonstrated the intractability of the issues dividing the nation, 
particularly the deep-seated conflicts over slavery. The 
amendment's failure also underscored the extent to which the 
Southern states were willing to go to preserve slavery, to the point 
of rejecting a constitutional guarantee of its permanence in favor 
of secession. Furthermore, the failure paved the way for a war 
that would ultimately be fought not just over the question of union 
but also over the moral and ethical issue of slavery. The 
abandonment of the Corwin Amendment marked the end of the 
last significant effort to resolve the slavery issue within the 
framework of the existing Constitution and foreshadowed the 
transformative changes that the war would bring to the nation’s 
foundational document. 

 
Economic and Social Divisions Pre-War 

In the decades leading up to the American Civil War, the United 
States was characterized by profound economic and social 
divisions between the Northern and Southern states. These 
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disparities were not merely regional differences but were deeply 
entrenched in the very fabric of the nation's economy and society, 
laying the groundwork for the conflict that would eventually tear 
the country apart. 

The North, rapidly industrializing, was moving towards an 
economy increasingly based on manufacturing and trade. This 
industrial growth was accompanied by a burgeoning urban 
population and a growing reliance on wage labor. The rise of 
factories and the expansion of railroads symbolized the North's 
economic direction. This industrial and urban development 
contrasted sharply with the agrarian economy of the South, which 
was heavily dependent on agriculture, particularly the cultivation 
of cash crops like cotton and tobacco. These crops required 
extensive labor, and it was here that the institution of slavery 
became inextricably linked to the Southern economy. Slavery 
provided the cheap labor that was essential to maintain the 
profitability of these large-scale plantations. 

The economic models of the North and South led to differing 
social structures and political ideologies. In the North, the 
increasing urbanization and industrialization fostered a society 
that valued innovation, education, and infrastructure development. 
The growth of cities and the influx of immigrants contributed to a 
diverse and dynamic social fabric. In contrast, the South remained 
largely rural, with a social hierarchy deeply rooted in 
landownership and the enslavement of African Americans. This 
societal structure was not just a matter of economics but was also 
underpinned by a rigid system of racial stratification and a strong 
belief in states' rights and individual liberties, particularly as they 
pertained to property rights. 

The interplay between these economic interests and the 
institution of slavery was complex. In the South, slavery was not 
only an economic practice but also a social institution that defined 
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the region's way of life. The profitability of the Southern 
plantations was heavily reliant on slave labor, making slavery an 
issue of economic necessity as much as a social and moral one. 
In the North, while there was opposition to slavery, it was often 
more for economic and political reasons rather than purely moral 
ones. Northern industrialists and workers saw the expansion of 
slavery as a threat to the free labor market and the growth of their 
own economic interests. 

As the nation expanded westward, the question of whether new 
states and territories would permit slavery became a contentious 
issue, highlighting the economic and moral divisions between the 
North and South. The debate over slavery in new territories and 
states was not just about the moral standing of slavery but also 
about the balance of power in Congress and the future direction 
of the nation's economy. 

These pre-war economic and social divisions set the stage for the 
Civil War. The differing economic interests of the North and 
South, intertwined with the moral and societal implications of 
slavery, created a volatile mix that was further ignited by political 
and territorial disputes. The failure to reconcile these economic 
and social differences, compounded by the divisive issue of 
slavery, eventually led the nation into a devastating civil war. 

 
Early War Goals and Union Strategy 

As the American Civil War commenced, the Union's initial war 
goals were primarily centered around the preservation of the 
nation as a single, undivided entity. The onset of hostilities 
following the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter in April 1861 
forced the Lincoln administration and the Northern states to 
rapidly mobilize and articulate a strategy to confront the secession 
crisis. In this early phase, the primary objective was to quell the 
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rebellion and restore the Union, rather than to address the issue 
of slavery directly. This focus on union preservation over 
emancipation was a strategic decision, reflecting the complex 
political and social landscape of the time. 

President Abraham Lincoln, understanding the varied sentiments 
in the North about slavery, initially refrained from making the 
conflict a direct fight against the institution of slavery. He 
recognized that such a stance could alienate the border states, 
which were slave states that had not seceded and whose loyalty 
was crucial to the Union cause. Lincoln's priority was to keep 
these states in the Union fold, as their geographical position and 
resources were strategically significant. Hence, the Union's early 
war strategy was carefully crafted to emphasize the legality and 
necessity of preserving the Union rather than the immorality of 
slavery. 

The failure of the Corwin Amendment played a subtle yet 
significant role in shaping these initial war objectives. The 
amendment, proposed as a constitutional guarantee to protect 
slavery where it already existed, was an attempt to avert the 
secession of Southern states. Its failure highlighted the 
intransigence of the secessionist states and their commitment to 
preserving slavery as a fundamental right, irrespective of any 
constitutional assurance. This failure arguably reinforced the 
perception among many in the North that the Southern rebellion 
was not merely a constitutional dispute or a reaction to perceived 
threats against slavery but a fundamental challenge to the 
integrity and survival of the Union. 

Furthermore, the failure of the Corwin Amendment underscored 
the futility of seeking a legislative compromise over slavery, 
shifting the focus towards a military solution to the crisis. It 
became clear that legislative concessions would not be sufficient 
to bring back the seceding states or to address the underlying 
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issues that had led to the conflict. This realization likely influenced 
Lincoln and his administration to adopt a more assertive military 
strategy, focusing on reunifying the nation by force. 

As the war progressed, however, the issue of slavery became 
increasingly intertwined with the Union's military strategy. The 
growing realization that undermining the Confederacy's labor 
force could be a key to victory led to a gradual shift in the Union's 
approach towards slavery. This shift was exemplified by the 
Emancipation Proclamation, which, while initially a military 
measure, began to redefine the war as a struggle not just for the 
Union but also for freedom. 

In summary, the Union's early war goals were shaped by the 
primary objective of preserving the nation and were influenced by 
the political and social dynamics of the time, including the failure 
of the Corwin Amendment. This early strategy reflected a cautious 
approach to the issue of slavery, focusing instead on the broader 
goal of maintaining the integrity of the Union. 

 
Lincoln’s Presidency and Early Civil War Policies 

Abraham Lincoln’s ascent to the presidency in 1860 came at one 
of the most tumultuous times in American history. His election 
was immediately met with the secession of several Southern 
states, setting the stage for the Civil War. At the war's outset, 
Lincoln's policies and his stance on slavery were cautious and 
pragmatic, shaped largely by his primary goal of preserving the 
Union. 

Initially, Lincoln did not advocate for the immediate abolition of 
slavery where it already existed. He sought to prevent the 
expansion of slavery into new territories and states, a stance that 
contributed to the Southern states' fear of his presidency and their 
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subsequent secession. However, Lincoln's priority upon taking 
office was to maintain the integrity of the Union. He believed that 
the Constitution did not grant him the authority to directly interfere 
with the institution of slavery in the states where it already existed. 
This belief was reflected in his support for the proposed Corwin 
Amendment, which sought to protect slavery in perpetuity in the 
states that already had it, as a measure to appease the Southern 
states. 

The early policies of Lincoln's administration were thus focused 
more on political and military strategies to reunite the country 
rather than on addressing slavery. This approach was evident in 
his initial restraint towards the secessionist states and his 
attempts to keep the border states within the Union. The border 
states, slave states that had not seceded, were crucial 
strategically, and Lincoln knew that taking a hard stance on 
slavery might push them towards the Confederacy. 

However, as the war progressed, the goals and policies of 
Lincoln's administration evolved significantly. The brutal realities 
of the war and the growing anti-slavery sentiment in the North led 
to a shift in Lincoln’s stance. The issue of slavery became 
increasingly central to the Union's war effort. This shift was partly 
due to the realization that slavery was the cornerstone of the 
Southern economy and war effort; undermining this institution 
would weaken the Confederacy. Moreover, the moral imperative 
of ending slavery gained greater prominence in the Northern 
public discourse. 

This evolution in war goals culminated in the Emancipation 
Proclamation of 1863, a decisive policy shift by Lincoln. Initially 
framed as a war measure to deprive the Confederacy of its labor 
force, the Proclamation signaled a moral commitment to ending 
slavery. Though it did not immediately free all slaves, it 
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transformed the character of the war, aligning the Union's military 
objectives with the moral cause of abolition. 

In summary, Lincoln’s early presidency and Civil War policies 
were characterized by a focus on preserving the Union, with a 
cautious approach to the issue of slavery. However, as the war 
unfolded, the evolving nature of the conflict and the shifting public 
sentiment led to a significant transformation in Lincoln’s policies, 
making the abolition of slavery a central war aim. This change not 
only redefined the purpose of the Civil War but also marked a 
pivotal moment in Lincoln’s presidency and the history of the 
United States. 

 
The Emancipation Proclamation: Prelude to Change 

The Emancipation Proclamation, issued by President Abraham 
Lincoln on January 1, 1863, stands as one of the most pivotal 
documents in American history, marking a significant turning point 
in the Civil War and in the national attitude towards slavery. This 
executive order was both a strategic war measure and a powerful 
moral statement, signaling a profound shift in the Union's war 
aims and laying the groundwork for the eventual abolition of 
slavery in the United States. 

The context of the Emancipation Proclamation was deeply 
intertwined with the progress of the Civil War. By 1862, it had 
become increasingly clear to Lincoln and his advisors that the 
issue of slavery was inextricably linked to the Confederate war 
effort. The Southern economy and its ability to wage war were 
heavily reliant on slave labor. Slaves worked on plantations, in 
factories, and even in support roles for the Confederate Army. 
Lincoln recognized that undermining this labor force could be a 
strategic blow to the Confederacy. 
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Moreover, the Proclamation had significant international 
implications. European nations, particularly Great Britain and 
France, were contemplating whether to recognize the 
Confederacy or intervene in the war. Many Europeans were 
opposed to slavery, and Lincoln's decision to frame the conflict in 
terms of emancipation helped deter European intervention on 
behalf of the South. 

The significance of the Emancipation Proclamation lay not only in 
its immediate impact but also in its symbolic and moral weight. 
While it declared "that all persons held as slaves" within the 
rebellious states "are, and henceforward shall be free," its actual 
ability to free slaves was limited. It applied only to the 
Confederate states not under Union control. Therefore, in areas 
where the Proclamation could have had the most immediate 
effect, the Union had no power to enforce it, and in areas where 
the Union had power, the Proclamation did not apply. Despite 
these limitations, the Emancipation Proclamation fundamentally 
transformed the character of the war. It effectively shifted the 
focus of the war from the mere preservation of the Union to a fight 
for human freedom. 

The Proclamation also paved the way for the enlistment of African 
American soldiers into the Union Army and Navy. By the end of 
the war, nearly 200,000 Black soldiers and sailors had served in 
the Union forces, playing a crucial role in securing victory. This 
inclusion further underscored the shift towards emancipation as a 
central war aim. 

The Emancipation Proclamation's role in shifting the war's focus 
towards slavery was both symbolic and practical. Symbolically, it 
redefined the Civil War as a struggle not just for the preservation 
of the Union, but also for the abolition of slavery. Practically, it 
weakened the Confederacy, bolstered the moral cause of the 
Union, and set the stage for the eventual ratification of the 13th 
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Amendment, which would permanently abolish slavery throughout 
the United States. 

In essence, the Emancipation Proclamation marked a profound 
transformation in the trajectory of the Civil War and in the national 
consciousness regarding slavery. It was a bold step by Lincoln, 
demonstrating his evolving perspective on slavery and his 
commitment to ending the institution that had long divided the 
nation. 

 
The Gettysburg Address: A Critical Analysis 

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln 
on November 19, 1863, during the American Civil War, is one of 
the most iconic speeches in American history. Comprising just a 
few short paragraphs, it offered a profound reimagining of the 
American ideal, reframing the Civil War’s narrative in a way that 
has resonated through the ages. 

At its core, the Address was a masterful exercise in rhetorical 
elegance and conciseness. Lincoln’s words transformed the 
Gettysburg battlefield, site of one of the bloodiest and most 
decisive battles of the war, into a symbol of the nation’s struggle 
not just for the Union, but for a higher moral cause. The speech 
begins with a reference to the nation’s founding principles, 
invoking the Declaration of Independence and its assertion of 
equality. Lincoln's opening line, "Four score and seven years ago 
our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, 
conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men 
are created equal," sets a tone of solemn remembrance and 
national purpose. 

The Address’s rhetorical power lies in its ability to connect the 
present conflict with the fundamental values of the American 
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Revolution. Lincoln emphasized that the Civil War was a test of 
whether a nation "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the 
proposition that all men are created equal" could endure. This 
reframing shifted the war’s narrative from a struggle for the 
preservation of the Union to a fight for human equality and the 
fulfillment of the ideals of the nation’s founders. 

Lincoln also used the Address to redefine the meaning of the war 
for both the living and the dead. By stating that the world would 
little note nor long remember what was said there, but could never 
forget what the soldiers did, he honored the sacrifice of those who 
fought at Gettysburg. But more than that, he charged the living 
with the task of ensuring that "these dead shall not have died in 
vain." This exhortation turned the battlefield into hallowed ground, 
a monument not just to past sacrifice but to the ongoing struggle 
for a "new birth of freedom." 

This concept of a "new birth of freedom" is crucial in 
understanding the Address’s role in reframing the Civil War. Prior 
to Gettysburg, the Union’s primary war aim was the preservation 
of the nation. However, Lincoln’s speech suggested that the war 
was also a means to purify and redefine the nation, to bring it 
closer to its founding ideals. The Address linked the sacrifices of 
the Civil War to the enduring quest for equality and freedom, 
suggesting that the war was a necessary trial through which the 
nation might achieve a higher moral status. 

The Gettysburg Address also had a profound impact on the 
national psyche. It helped to elevate the war’s purpose in the eyes 
of many Northerners, from a fight for Union to a moral crusade 
against slavery and for human equality. This shift in perception 
was critical in garnering support for the war effort, particularly as 
the conflict dragged on and the casualties mounted. 
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In summary, the Gettysburg Address was a pivotal moment in the 
Civil War, marking a significant rhetorical and ideological shift. 
Lincoln’s words redefined the conflict as a struggle not just for the 
preservation of the Union, but for the principles of freedom and 
equality. The Address helped to transform the Civil War from a 
political and military struggle into a moral crusade, reshaping the 
American narrative and forging a legacy that would endure well 
beyond the war itself. 

 
Public and Military Response to the Gettysburg Address 

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln 
in the wake of one of the Civil War's most significant battles, had 
a profound impact on both public opinion and military morale, 
influencing the course of the war in the North and the South. 

In the North, the Gettysburg Address was met with a mixture of 
reverence and renewed resolve. Lincoln’s eloquent words helped 
to clarify and elevate the purpose of the war in the minds of many 
Northerners. The Address reframed the conflict as a fight for the 
fundamental principles of freedom and equality, aligning it with the 
moral imperative of ending slavery. This shift in narrative helped 
to galvanize public support for the war effort, which had been 
waning in the face of high casualty rates and the prolonged 
duration of the conflict. The notion of the Civil War as a 
continuation of the American Revolution, and as a struggle to 
realize fully the ideals of the nation's founders, instilled a sense of 
patriotic duty and moral righteousness in the Union cause. 

In the Union Army, the Gettysburg Address also had a significant 
impact on morale. Soldiers fighting for the Union could now see 
themselves as not just preserving the nation, but also as 
champions of freedom and equality. This moral dimension added 
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to their cause provided a powerful source of motivation and a 
sense that their sacrifices were part of a noble endeavor. 

Conversely, in the South, the Gettysburg Address was generally 
met with derision and dismissal. Confederate leaders and 
newspapers often portrayed the speech as hypocritical and 
misleading, arguing that the Union was not truly fighting for 
equality, but rather for economic and political dominance. 
However, beneath this outward disdain, there was a growing 
realization among some in the Confederacy that the war was 
increasingly being seen by the broader world as a moral struggle 
against slavery. This perception weakened the Confederacy’s 
position both domestically and internationally, particularly in their 
efforts to gain recognition and support from European powers. 

Moreover, the Address subtly impacted Confederate military 
strategy and morale. As the war increasingly became framed as a 
struggle over slavery, some Confederate leaders began to 
struggle with the moral implications of their cause. This was 
compounded by the growing challenges the Confederacy faced in 
terms of resources, manpower, and international support. For 
Confederate soldiers, the growing perception of the war as a 
moral struggle waged by the North posed a challenge to their own 
understanding of what they were fighting for, potentially 
undermining morale. 

The Gettysburg Address also had an impact on the broader 
international community’s perception of the Civil War. By framing 
the conflict in terms of human equality and freedom, Lincoln 
effectively countered Confederate attempts to gain sympathy and 
support abroad. European nations, many of which had abolished 
slavery or were in the process of doing so, found it increasingly 
difficult to support the Confederacy, whose cause was now clearly 
aligned with the preservation of slavery. 
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In summary, the Gettysburg Address had a significant impact on 
public and military opinion, both in the North and the South. In the 
North, it helped to revitalize support for the war, infusing the 
Union cause with a moral purpose that went beyond mere 
preservation of the nation. In the South, while it was outwardly 
scorned, the Address subtly undermined the Confederate cause 
by reframing the war as a moral struggle against slavery. The 
Address's influence extended beyond American borders, affecting 
international perceptions and support, and contributing to the 
eventual outcome of the war. 

 
Shift in War Aims and International Reactions 

The Gettysburg Address marked a significant turning point in the 
American Civil War, not only in terms of the internal objectives of 
the conflict but also in how the war was perceived internationally. 
Post-Gettysburg Address, there was a discernible shift in the 
Union’s war aims, transforming from a primary focus on the 
preservation of the Union to the inclusion of the abolition of 
slavery as a central goal. 

Before the Address, the main aim of the Northern states was to 
maintain the integrity of the Union. This perspective was largely 
driven by political and constitutional considerations rather than a 
universal commitment to ending slavery. However, as the war 
progressed and especially following President Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg Address, the goal of the Union increasingly embraced 
the cause of emancipation. The Address, with its potent 
invocation of liberty and equality, recast the war as a moral 
struggle for human rights. This shift was not merely rhetorical; it 
was reflected in the Union’s military and political strategies. The 
enlistment of African American troops, the push for the 13th 
Amendment, and the strategic targeting of the economic 
institutions of the Confederacy, particularly those dependent on 
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slave labor, all signaled a profound change in the war’s 
objectives. 

Internationally, the Civil War was initially viewed through various 
lenses. European powers, particularly Great Britain and France, 
were closely monitoring the conflict, considering both the 
economic implications (especially in terms of cotton trade) and the 
political and moral aspects. Initially, there was a degree of 
sympathy for the Confederacy in some European quarters, driven 
partly by economic interests and partly by a perception of the 
conflict as a struggle for self-determination, akin to the European 
nationalist movements of the era. 

However, following the Gettysburg Address, international 
perspectives began to shift. Lincoln’s eloquent expression of the 
war being fought for principles of human freedom and equality 
resonated in Europe, where abolitionist sentiment was strong. 
The moral clarity imparted by the Address and the Emancipation 
Proclamation made it increasingly difficult for European 
governments to openly support the Confederacy. The anti-slavery 
stance of the Union began to align more closely with European 
liberal ideals, diminishing the Confederacy's hopes of gaining 
official recognition or support from major European powers. 

This shift was particularly significant in the context of British and 
French foreign policy. Both nations had strong commercial ties to 
the Southern states but also had robust anti-slavery movements. 
The increasingly clear anti-slavery position of the Union helped to 
sway public opinion in Europe against the Confederacy. This was 
crucial, as Confederate leaders had hoped for intervention or 
recognition from these powers, which could have dramatically 
altered the course of the war. 

Moreover, the Union's new emphasis on emancipation as a war 
aim also had implications for post-war international relations. It 
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positioned the United States as a nation committed to the 
principles of liberty and equality, aligning it with the progressive 
forces in Europe and laying the groundwork for the moral 
leadership the United States would seek to exert in the post-war 
era. 

In summary, the Gettysburg Address played a pivotal role in 
shifting the aims of the Civil War, emphasizing the abolition of 
slavery alongside the preservation of the Union. This shift had 
significant international repercussions, altering European 
perceptions of the conflict and diminishing support for the 
Confederacy, while setting the stage for the United States to 
emerge as a nation committed to the ideals of freedom and 
equality. 

 
The War's Final Stages and the 13th Amendment 

As the American Civil War entered its final stages, the conflict had 
profoundly transformed from a struggle primarily aimed at 
preserving the Union to a crusade also committed to abolishing 
slavery. This shift in objectives was a direct consequence of 
several key developments, including President Lincoln's 
Gettysburg Address and the Emancipation Proclamation. 

In the war's concluding years, from 1864 to 1865, the Union 
forces gained significant advantages over the Confederacy. 
General Ulysses S. Grant's relentless campaigns depleted 
Confederate resources and morale, while General William 
Tecumseh Sherman's march through the South further crippled 
the Confederate war effort. These military actions, coupled with 
the Union's naval blockade, strangled the Southern economy and 
hastened the Confederacy's collapse. 
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Amidst this backdrop, the push to formally end slavery gathered 
momentum. The Emancipation Proclamation had already 
declared all slaves in Confederate-held territory free, but its legal 
standing was tied to the Union's war powers. There was a 
growing recognition that constitutional action was necessary to 
permanently abolish slavery throughout the United States. This 
led to the proposal and ratification of the 13th Amendment. 

The 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution, passed 
by Congress on January 31, 1865, and ratified by the requisite 
number of states later that year, was a landmark in American 
history. The Amendment declared, "Neither slavery nor 
involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof 
the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the 
United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction." This was 
a decisive and unequivocal statement, legally ending the 
institution of slavery in the United States. 

The significance of the 13th Amendment cannot be overstated. It 
represented the culmination of the moral and political shifts that 
had occurred during the Civil War. It was a vindication of the 
Union's expanded war aims and a realization of the principles 
espoused in the Gettysburg Address. The Amendment also 
marked a significant step forward in the American journey towards 
civil rights and equality, setting a precedent for future 
amendments and civil rights legislation. 

The passage of the 13th Amendment was, in many ways, a direct 
outcome of the Union's military victories. The declining fortunes of 
the Confederacy made the passage of such an amendment 
feasible, as Southern opposition in Congress had waned. 
Moreover, the Amendment's ratification was hastened by the 
imminent end of the war, as many recognized the necessity of 
legally cementing the Union's achievements in abolishing slavery. 
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In conclusion, the final stages of the Civil War and the passage of 
the 13th Amendment were deeply interconnected. The Union's 
military successes created the conditions for the legal abolition of 
slavery, while the moral and political evolution of the Union's war 
aims, reflected in key moments like the Gettysburg Address, 
provided the impetus for this transformative constitutional change. 
The 13th Amendment thus stands not only as a legal document 
but as a symbol of the profound changes wrought by the Civil War 
in American society and politics. 

 
The Legacy of the Gettysburg Address and the Civil War 

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln 
during one of the most pivotal moments of the American Civil 
War, has left an indelible mark on American history and the 
ongoing struggle for civil rights. Its legacy is multifaceted, 
influencing not only the way the Civil War is remembered and 
interpreted but also shaping the nation's broader understanding of 
its own ideals and commitments to equality and freedom. 

The Address, in its concise yet profound eloquence, redefined the 
Civil War as not merely a struggle to preserve the Union, but as a 
fight for a more profound and noble cause: the realization of the 
founding principles of liberty and equality for all. This redefinition 
had a lasting impact on the American psyche. It elevated the Civil 
War from a constitutional and political conflict to a moral crusade, 
embedding in the national consciousness the idea that America's 
true purpose was not only to maintain its territorial integrity but 
also to fulfill the promise of equality set forth in the Declaration of 
Independence. 

In terms of civil rights, the Gettysburg Address laid the rhetorical 
and ideological groundwork for future movements and legislation. 
The principles espoused by Lincoln at Gettysburg would echo 
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through the years, particularly during the Civil Rights Movement of 
the 20th century. Leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. would draw 
directly on the language and ideals of the Gettysburg Address, 
using its vision to articulate their own struggle for equality and 
justice. The Address has thus become a touchstone in America’s 
ongoing efforts to confront and rectify its historical injustices, 
particularly those related to race and equality. 

The Civil War itself, and its interpretation in historical narratives, 
has also been deeply influenced by the Gettysburg Address. The 
Address has become a key lens through which historians and the 
public interpret the war. It is seen as a critical moment when the 
moral dimensions of the conflict were clearly articulated by a 
sitting president. This perspective has led to a broader 
understanding of the Civil War as a pivotal juncture in the nation's 
history - a moment when the nation not only fought to maintain its 
unity but also to redefine its moral and ethical direction. 

Furthermore, the way the Civil War is remembered has been 
shaped by the Address's emphasis on national unity and 
reconciliation. Lincoln's words at Gettysburg were not only a call 
to honor the fallen but also a call to heal the nation's wounds. This 
theme of reconciliation has become central to the memory of the 
Civil War, influencing post-war reconstruction efforts and the way 
the war is commemorated in public memorials and discourse. 

The legacy of the Gettysburg Address, therefore, extends far 
beyond the immediate context of the Civil War. It represents a 
pivotal moment in the articulation of the American ideals of liberty, 
equality, and democracy. The Address has become a 
foundational text in American political and cultural life, a source of 
inspiration and guidance in the nation's continuing efforts to live 
up to its founding principles. 
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In summary, the legacy of the Gettysburg Address and the Civil 
War is profound and enduring. The Address not only shaped the 
contemporary understanding of the Civil War's purposes and 
outcomes but also laid a moral and ideological foundation for 
future generations in their pursuit of civil rights and equality. It 
remains a seminal document in the American narrative, a 
testament to the nation's ongoing struggle to realize fully its 
foundational ideals. 

 
Conclusion 

This exploration of the Civil War, particularly through the lens of 
the Gettysburg Address, reveals a complex tapestry of 
motivations, strategies, and ideological shifts that defined one of 
the most tumultuous periods in American history. The key 
arguments and findings of this analysis underscore not only the 
multifaceted nature of the Civil War but also the profound impact 
of President Lincoln’s leadership and rhetoric on the course and 
legacy of the conflict. 

At the heart of this exploration is the recognition that the Civil 
War, initially waged primarily to preserve the Union, evolved into a 
crusade for a higher moral purpose - the abolition of slavery and 
the realization of the American ideals of liberty and equality. The 
Gettysburg Address was pivotal in this transformation. Through its 
eloquent reaffirmation of the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence, the Address reframed the war as a struggle not 
just for the preservation of the Union, but for a new birth of 
freedom. This redefinition was crucial in galvanizing support for 
the Union cause, both domestically and internationally, and in 
shaping the war’s military and political strategies. 

The passage of the 13th Amendment, abolishing slavery, was a 
direct outcome of this shift in objectives. It represented the legal 
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culmination of the moral and political journey that the war had 
become, anchoring the ideals of the Gettysburg Address in the 
Constitution. This constitutional change, along with the Union's 
victory, had far-reaching implications for the nation’s future, 
setting the United States on a path toward greater realization of 
its founding principles. 

The historical significance of this shift in war objectives extends 
beyond the immediate context of the Civil War. It has profoundly 
influenced how subsequent generations have understood the 
conflict. The war is now seen not only as a fight to preserve the 
nation but also as a moral struggle against the institution of 
slavery. This perspective has shaped the nation’s collective 
memory of the war, influencing everything from educational 
curricula to public monuments and national holidays. 

Furthermore, the shift in objectives and the legacy of the 
Gettysburg Address have continued to resonate in the ongoing 
struggles for civil rights and equality in the United States. The 
ideals articulated by Lincoln at Gettysburg have been invoked 
time and again in the nation’s quest to overcome racial and social 
injustices. The Address has become a touchstone in the 
American pursuit of a more inclusive and equitable society. 

In conclusion, the Civil War, as reframed by the Gettysburg 
Address, represents a defining moment in American history. It 
marked a significant shift in the nation’s understanding of its own 
ideals and set the stage for the monumental struggles and 
achievements in the realm of civil rights. The war’s legacy, as 
shaped by this shift in objectives, continues to influence the 
American narrative, reminding us of the enduring power of ideals 
in the journey of a nation. 
 


