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Civil War Historical Background            Handout, page 1 

Prior to and during the Civil War, the North and South differed greatly in the resources 
they could use.  Documents held by the National Archives can aid in the understanding of 
the factors that influenced the eventual outcome of the War Between the States. 

After the election of Abraham Lincoln to the presidency in 1860, the states of the 
southern United States broke away from the federal union that had existed since the 
ratification of the Constitution.  Believing that Lincoln would restrict their rights to own 
slaves, Southerners decided that secession was a better choice than to give up their 
economic system and their way of life.  President Lincoln and the North opposed the 
South's withdrawal; the president steadfastly maintained throughout the war that the 
secession was illegal and that the newly formed Confederate States of America was not 
valid as a new nation to the world.  Despite Lincoln's hopes that the secession would end 
without conflict, the two regions fought a war that exploited the advantages and 
opportunities that each held over the other before their differences could be resolved. 

The North held many advantages over the South during the Civil War.  Its population was 
several times that of the South, a potential source for military enlistees and civilian 
manpower.  The South lacked the substantial number of factories and industries of the 
North that produced needed war materials.  The North had a better transportation 
network, mainly highways, canals, and railroads, which could be easily used to resupply 
military forces in the field.  At sea, the Union navy was more capable and dominant, 
while the army was better trained and better supplied.  The rest of the world also 
recognized the United States as a legitimate government, allowing U.S. diplomats to 
obtain loans and other trade concessions. 

The South had fewer advantages, but it held several that would pose great threats to 
attempts by their Northern neighbors to end the rebellion.  The South was able to fight on 
its home terrain, and it could win the war simply by continuing to exist after the 
hostilities ended later.  The South also had a military tradition that encouraged young 
men to serve in the armed forces or attend a military school; many had served the U.S. 
military prior to the Civil War, only to resign and fight for their states and family.  In 
addition, the South had the leadership of great commanders, including Robert E. Lee, 
Joseph Johnston, and "Stonewall" Jackson. 

As disadvantages, the South had to worry about its slave population, which posed the 
threat of rebellion and assistance to the Northern cause.  Actions by the North to promote 
this fear included the Emancipation Proclamation, which ended slavery in all territories 
held by Union troops, but not in all areas of the North, such as loyal, but slave-owning, 
states along the borders of the two powers.  Had the North tried to free slaves in these 
areas, more aid would have been generated for the South, and slave-owning Maryland's 
secession would leave the U.S. capital in Confederate hands.  In addition, the North  
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suffered because a series of senior generals did not successfully exploit the weaknesses of 
the South, nor did they act upon the suggestions of their commander-in-chief.  President 
Lincoln finally got his desired general in Ulysses S. Grant, who had solidified the Union's 
control of the West in parts of the Mississippi River Basin.  Grant directed the defeat of 
Southern forces and strongholds and held off determined advances northward by the 
Confederates on several occasions before the surrender by Lee to Grant took place in 
1865. 

To defeat the South, the North had to achieve several goals.  First, control of the 
Mississippi River had to be secured to allow unimpeded movement of needed Western 
goods.  Second, the South had to be cut off from international traders and smugglers that 
could aid the Southern war effort.  Third, the Confederate army had to be incapacitated to 
prevent further northward attacks such as that at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and to ease 
the battle losses of the North.  Fourth, the South's ability to produce needed goods and 
war materials had to be curtailed.  It was these measures that the South had to counter 
with their own plans to capitalize on early victories that weakened the Northern resolve to 
fight, to attain international recognition as a sovereign state, and to keep Union forces 
from seizing Confederate territory. 

The South ultimately did not achieve its goals, and after four years of fighting the North 
won the war.  The divisive, destructive conflict cast a shadow on the successes of the 
United States during the 19th century, however.  The country had to find ways to heal the 
wounds of war during Reconstruction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From: National Archives and Records Administration 
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Why Did the North Win the Civil War?    Handout 
 
"My paramount objective in this struggle is to save the union, and it is not either to save or destroy slavery. 
If I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the 
slaves, I would do it; if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would also do that."  
 

This statement by Abraham Lincoln from his letter to Horace Greeley shows his true 
position – he was clearly committed to the preservation of the Union.  In light of his 
personal disgust with the institution of slavery, he was clearly willing to sacrifice his 
personal goals in favor of the preservation of the Union.  The abolition of slavery didn't 
even become a war goal until after the battle of Gettysburg when Lincoln knew he had 
the war won.  Lincoln's commitment to fight on led him to success and is what makes 
him perhaps the greatest President of all time. 
 

 
The Civil War was fought on both moral and economic grounds.  It had certain 
advantages, inherent in the North that inevitably told the tale of victory.  The North had a 
distinct advantage in its ability to produce soldiers and supplies.  The South counted on 
the North not having the stomach to stay in the war.  They counted on the Union 
eventually giving up and allowing them to secede.  What they failed to take into account 
was the resolve of Lincoln.  It is said that the longer the war went on, the better the 
chance the North had of winning.  
 
http://www.socialstudieshelp.com/Lesson_35_Notes.htm 

Advantages of the Union Advantages of the Confederacy 

- banking, factories, and ships 
- more railroads to move supplies,    
  men and equipment 
- larger Navy 
- experienced government 
- larger population 

- trading relationships with Europe 
- best military officers (Robert E. Lee) 
- long coastline made blockade difficult 
- they were convinced they were right 
- they were fighting for their lives and on their   
   own soil  
- British and French leaders sympathized with   
   them due to economic reasons 
 

Union Disadvantages Confederate Disadvantages 

- they were not as "into it" 
- Northerners were not in complete 
agreement over the abolition of 
slavery 
- lost most of their good military 
officers to the South 

- their smaller Navy left them at a disadvantage 
due to the Union blockade 
- their long coastline, while a benefit in sneaking 
in supplies was also a detriment in trying to 
defend it 
- Southern slaves, a large part of the population, 
were clearly no help 
- little industry and factory production 
 


