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Primary sources are called “primary” because they are first-
hand records of a past era or historical event. They are the 
raw materials, or the evidence, on which historians base their 
“secondary” accounts of the past. 
A rapidly growing number of history teachers today are using 
primary sources. Why? Perhaps it’s because primary sources 
give students a better sense of what history is and what 
historians do. Such sources also help students see the past 
from a variety of viewpoints. Moreover, primary sources make 
history vivid and bring it to life. 
However, primary sources are not easy to use. They can be 
confusing. They can be biased. They rarely all agree. Primary 
sources must be interpreted and set in context. To do this, 
students need historical background knowledge. Debating 
the Documents helps students handle such challenges by 
giving them a useful framework for analyzing sources that 
conflict with one another.

“Multiple, 

conflicting 

perspectives are 

among the truths  

of history.

No single  

objective or 

universal account 

could ever put an 

end to this endless 

creative dialogue 

within and  

between the past 

and the present.”

Teacher Introduction

From the 2011 Statement on Standards 
of Professional Conduct of the Council of 

the American Historical Association.

Using Primary Sources

Teacher Introduction
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The Debating the Documents Series
Each Debating the Documents booklet includes the same sequence of reproducible 
worksheets. If students use several booklets over time, they will get regular practice at 
interpreting and comparing conflicting sources. In this way, they can learn the skills and 
habits needed to get the most out of primary sources. 

Each Debating the Documents Booklet Includes

•	Suggestions for the Student and an Introductory Essay. The student gets 
instructions and a one-page essay providing background on the booklet’s topic.  
A time line on the topic is also included.

•	Two Groups of Contrasting Primary Source Documents. In most of the booklets, 
students get one pair of visual sources and one pair of written sources. In some 
cases, more than two are provided for each. Background is provided on each source. 
Within each group, the sources clash in a very clear way. (The sources are not always 
exact opposites, but they do always differ in some obvious way.)

•	Three Worksheets for Each Document Group. Students use the first two 
worksheets to take notes on the sources. The third worksheet asks which source the 
student thinks would be most useful to a historian.

•	One DBQ. On page 20, a document-based question (DBQ) asks students to write an 
effective essay using all of the booklet’s primary sources.

How to Use This Booklet
1.	 Have students read “Suggestions for the Student” and the  

Introductory Essay.
Give them copies of pages 5–7. Ask them to read the instructions and then read the 
introductory essay on the topic. The time line gives them additional information on that 
topic. This reading could be done in class or as a homework assignment.

2.	 Have students do the worksheets.
Make copies of the worksheets and the pages with the sources. Ask students to study the 
background information on each source and the source itself. Then have them take notes 
on the sources using the worksheets. If students have access to a computer, have them 
review the primary sources digitally.
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

3.	 “Debate the documents” as a class.
Have students use their worksheet notes to debate the primary source documents as a 
class. Urge students to follow these ground rules:
•	Use your worksheets as a guide for the discussion or debate.
•	Try to reach agreement about the main ideas and the significance of each primary 

source document.
•	Look for points of agreement as well as disagreement between the primary sources. 
•	Listen closely to all points of view about each primary source.
•	Focus on the usefulness of each source to the historian, not merely on whether you 

agree or disagree with that source’s point of view.

4.	 Have students do the final DBQ.
A DBQ is an essay question about a set of primary source documents. To answer the 
DBQ, students write essays using evidence from the sources and their own background 
knowledge of the historical era. (See the next page for a DBQ scoring guide to use in 
evaluating these essays.)

The DBQ assignment on page 20 includes guidelines for writing a DBQ essay.  
Here are some additional points to make with students about preparing to write  
this kind of essay.

•	Analyze the question carefully.
•	Use your background knowledge to set sources in their historical context.
•	Question and interpret sources actively. Do not accept them at face value.
•	Use sources meaningfully to support your essay’s thesis.
•	Pay attention to the overall organization of your essay.

The DBQ for this Booklet (see page 20): 
“In bringing about the end of slavery, the Emancipation Proclamation 
of 1863 was not nearly as important as the 13th Amendment of 1865.” 
Explain why you do or do not agree with this statement.
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Use this guide in evaluating the DBQ for this booklet. Use this scoring guide with students who are 
already familiar with using primary sources and writing DBQ essays.

Excellent Essay
•	Offers a clear answer or thesis explicitly addressing all aspects of the essay question.
•	Does a careful job of interpreting many or most of the documents and relating them 

clearly to the thesis and the DBQ. Deals with conflicting documents effectively.
•	Uses details and examples effectively to support the thesis and other main ideas. 

Explains the significance of those details and examples well.
•	Uses background knowledge and the documents in a balanced way.
•	Is well written; clear transitions make the essay easy to follow from point to point. Only a 

few minor writing errors or errors of fact.

Good Essay
•	Offers a reasonable thesis addressing the essential points of the essay question.
•	Adequately interprets at least some of the documents and relates them to the thesis and 

the DBQ.
•	Usually relates details and examples meaningfully to the thesis or other main ideas.
•	Includes some relevant background knowledge.
•	May have some writing errors or errors of fact, as long as these do not invalidate the 

essay’s overall argument or point of view.

Fair Essay
•	Offers at least a partly developed thesis addressing the essay question.
•	Adequately interprets at least a few of the documents.
•	Relates only a few of the details and examples to the thesis or other main ideas.
•	Includes some background knowledge.
•	Has several writing errors or errors of fact that make it harder to understand the essay’s 

overall argument or point of view.

Poor Essay
•	Offers no clear thesis or answer addressing the DBQ.
•	Uses few documents effectively other than referring to them in “laundry list” style, with no 

meaningful relationship to a thesis or any main point.
•	Uses details and examples unrelated to the thesis or other main ideas. Does not explain 

the significance of these details and examples.
•	Is not clearly written, with some major writing errors or errors of fact.

Complete DBQ Scoring Guide
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Using Primary Sources
A primary source is any record of evidence from the past. Many things are primary sources: letters, 
diary entries, official documents, photos, cartoons, wills, maps, charts, etc. They are called “primary” 
because they are first-hand records of a past event or time period. This Debating the Documents 
lesson is based on two groups of primary source documents. Within each group, the sources conflict 
with one another. That is, they express different or even opposed points of view. You need to decide 
which source is more reliable, more useful, or more typical of the time period. This is what historians 
do all the time. Usually, you will be able to learn something about the past from each source, even 
when the sources clash with one another in dramatic ways.

How to Use This Booklet
1.	 Read the one-page introductory essay.

This gives you background information that will help you  
analyze the primary source documents and do the exercises 
for this Debating the Documents lesson. The time line gives 
you additional information you will find helpful.

2.	 Study the primary source documents for this lesson. 
For this lesson, you get two groups of sources. The sources within each group conflict with one 
another. Some of these sources are visuals, others are written sources. With visual sources, pay 
attention not only to the image’s “content” (its subject matter) but also to its artistic style, shading, 
composition, camera angle, symbols, and other features that add to the image’s meaning. With 
written sources, notice the writing style, bias, even what the source leaves out or does not talk 
about. Think about each source’s author, that author’s reasons for writing, and the likely audience 
for the source. These considerations give you clues as to the source’s historical value. 

3.	 Use the worksheets to analyze each group of primary source documents.
For each group of sources, you get three worksheets. Use the “Study the Document” worksheets 
to take notes on each source. Use the “Comparing the Documents” worksheet to decide which of 
the sources would be most useful to a historian.

4.	 As a class, debate the documents.
Use your worksheet notes to help you take part in this debate.

5.	 Do the final DBQ.
“DBQ” means “document-based question.” A DBQ is a question along with several primary 
source documents. To answer the DBQ, write an essay using evidence from the documents and 
your own background history knowledge.

Suggestions to the Student

Suggestions to the Student
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Introductory Essay 

Introductory Essay

The Emancipation Proclamation

On July 22, 1862, as the Civil War raged, 
President Abraham Lincoln told his Cabinet he 
had decided to issue a proclamation, the key part 
of which stated the following:

“All persons held as slaves within any state or 
designated part of a state, the people whereof 
shall be in rebellion against the United States, 
shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free . . .”

Except for the Declaration of Independence and 
the U.S. Constitution, no other official document 
may have been more important in shaping the 
nation’s future than this one, the Emancipation 
Proclamation. 

In the summer of 1862, the Civil War was not 
going well for the North. At first, Lincoln had said 
he was fighting the South to save the Union, 
not to end slavery. He feared that freeing slaves 
now might be seen as a sign of weakness 
and Northern despair. So he waited for a key 
Northern victory in the war. In September 1862, 
the North stopped General Robert E. Lee’s forces 
in Maryland at the battle of Antietam. Hence, 
on September 22, Lincoln issued a preliminary 
Emancipation Proclamation. It gave the South 
until January 1, 1863 (100 days), to stop its 
rebellion. 

When January 1, 1863, arrived, the official 
Emancipation Proclamation freed slaves in all 
areas still in rebellion. It was a day of celebration, 
after which Lincoln began to be called “The 
Great Emancipator.” Abolitionist William Lloyd 
Garrison called the proclamation “a great historic 
event, sublime, in its magnitude, momentous and 
beneficent in its far-reaching consequences.”

Yet not all historians have been this kind. After 
all, the proclamation only freed slaves in areas 
still in rebellion. It left slavery alone in the border 
states that Lincoln desperately wanted to keep 
on the North’s side. The slaves freed were mainly 
out of reach in rebel-held areas. Nor did the 

proclamation include grand principles or ringing 
phrases condemning slavery outright. It freed 
only some slaves as a war measure at a time of 
national crisis.

Some historians also suggest that Lincoln never 
really cared about slavery all that much and only 
freed the slaves to help achieve his real goal—
saving the Union. After all, in a letter to editor 
Horace Greely, Lincoln himself said, “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; and if I could save it by freeing some 
and leaving others alone I would also do that.”

Yet in recent years, some historians have offered 
a different view of all this. They make the case that 
Lincoln had in fact always seen slavery as a great 
wrong and did want to end it. However, they say 
Lincoln was just as concerned about the means 
used to achieve that goal as he was about the 
goal itself. The means used to end slavery had to 
be strictly constitutional. Lincoln felt duty-bound 
to act constitutionally. If he did not, he felt his 
actions would be overturned by courts or in some 
other way.

This is why he stopped some of his generals 
when they freed slaves on their own. And he 
himself waited to act until he could justify the 
step as absolutely necessary to winning the war. 
At that point, he could then use his powers as 
Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy to 
order an end to slavery—but still only in areas 
where doing so would aid the war effort. However, 
according to this view, even this more limited step 
doomed slavery in the long run anyway.

The four documents here should help you 
take part intelligently in this ongoing debate 
about Lincoln, slavery, and the Emancipation 
Proclamation.
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The Emancipation Proclamation Time Line

January: Several Southern states quit the Union following Abraham Lincoln’s 
election as president in 1860. In time, 11 states form the Confederate States of 
America. April: Shots are fired on Fort Sumter, a federal fort in South Carolina. 
July: The First Battle of Bull Run takes place. Poorly prepared Northern soldiers 
are chased back to Washington, D.C. A naval blockade of the Confederate 
coastline begins to work.

April: At the Battle of Shiloh in Tennessee, Union troops are led by Ulysses S. 
Grant. Of 110,000 soldiers taking part, 23,746 are killed, wounded, or missing. 
May–August: Several big battles take place in Virginia. The South does the 
best in this fighting. On July 13, Lincoln reads the initial draft of the Emancipation 
Proclamation to Secretaries Seward and Welles. A week later, he discusses 
this draft at a Cabinet Meeting. September: The Battle of Antietam includes 
the bloodiest single day of the war (about 5,000 killed). Antietam is enough of a 
Union victory that Great Britain and France decide not to support the South. It 
also leads Lincoln to publish the Emancipation Proclamation on September 22. 
It will go into effect on January 1, 1863. On that day, it will free all slaves in areas 
still fighting the Union. This changes the war’s focus from saving the Union to 
freeing the slaves.

January: On January 1, Lincoln signs the Final Draft of the Emancipation 
Proclamation. March: The Union passes its first draft law. All men from ages 
20 to 45 can be called to serve in the military, unless they pay a fee or find a 
substitute. May–July: The South wins at Chancellorsville. But it loses one of 
its best fighters, General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson. In July, two huge Union 
victories take place—Grant’s victory at Vicksburg, Mississippi, and the battle 
at Gettysburg in Pennsylvania. At Gettysburg, General George Meade’s Union 
forces defeat Robert E. Lee’s Confederates. A few days later, huge anti-draft 
riots break out in New York City. Irish immigrants and other poor people burn 
buildings and lynch several black people. Similar draft protests take place in the 
South.

May–June: Grant begins a long campaign against Lee in Virginia. Several big 
battles are followed by a 10-month siege of the rail center of Petersburg, Virginia. 
September: Union General William T. Sherman’s forces take Atlanta, Georgia, 
an arms center for the entire South. November: Sherman’s victory helps 
Lincoln’s popularity, and he wins re-election as President against Democrat and 
Union General George B. McClellan. Sherman soon begins his famous and very 
bloody “March to the Sea” through Georgia. His aim is to destroy the South’s will 
to fight. 

January–April: Both Sherman and Grant fight on in North and South Carolina 
and Virginia. In April, Grant takes the Confederate capital, Richmond, Virginia. 
Lee surrenders to Grant at Appomattox Courthouse on April 9. His men are 
allowed to use their horses to go home. The Civil War is basically over. (Some 
surrenders continue into May.) On April 14, John Wilkes Booth shoots and kills 
Lincoln at Ford’s Theater in Washington, D.C. 

1861

1862

1863

1864

1865

The Emancipation Proclamation Time Line
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First Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 1

First Group of Documents

This drawing was created and published 
sometime between 1865 and 1880. It is 
titled “Proclamation of Emancipation.” In its 
center panel, liberated black slaves kneel 
and rejoice, looking up to the Holy Bible 
being held above them. In the left panel, 
Abraham Lincoln holds up the Emancipation 
Proclamation. In the right panel, a soldier 

on horseback hands a paper of some sort 
down to a black soldier standing beside 
him. This probably refers to one part of the 
Emancipation Proclamation allowing the 
freed slaves into the armed services to help 
fight for the Union in the Civil War.

Visual Primary Source Document 1

Information on Document 1

Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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First Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 2

This Currier & Ives print from late 1862 
comments on Northern efforts to end the Civil 
War. Confederate President Jefferson Davis 
(far left) displays a dog-like monster with the 
“stiffest Back-Bone ever grown.” The beast is 
labeled “Rebellion.” Several figures prepare to 
attack the beast with sledgehammers. From 
left to right, they are: Union generals Henry 
W. Halleck and George B. McClellan, who 
swing hammers marked “Skill” and “Strategy,” 
respectively. Secretary of War Edwin Stanton 
waits his turn holding a hammer labeled 

“Draft.” On the far right waits President Lincoln 
with the ax “Emancipation Proclamation” over 
his shoulder. Stanton says: “Halleck may use 
his skill and Mac his strategy, but this draft will 
do the business.” Lincoln: “You can try him 
with that, but I’m afraid this axe of mine is the 
only thing that will fetch him.” At left, behind 
the group, sits a dejected, bespectacled man 
holding a tiny hammer labeled “Compromise.” 
Behind Jefferson Davis a poster reads: “Only 
10,000 men and $1000,000 in Treasure per 
Crack. Step up and Try your Muscle.”

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-42560 

Visual Primary Source Document 2

Information on Document 2
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Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

Study the Documents
FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Documents

Study the Document: Visual Source 1

1  Main Idea or Topic 
Write a one-sentence caption to go with  
the title of this drawing that sums up its main 
idea.

2  Context 
What do you need to know to better 
understand this document? Specifically, 
what details of the Emancipation 
Proclamation do you need to know  
about to understand all three panels of  
the drawing? What other historical facts  
or trends do you need to know?

3  Visual Features 
Notice the gestures of the people in the 
central panel of the drawing. How do these 
add to the overall impact and message of 
the drawing?

4  Bias or Point of View 
What view or opinion is expressed here 
about the Emancipation Proclamation? How 
does the drawing make this view clear?
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Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

Study the Documents
FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

1  Main Idea or Topic 
The title of this cartoon is  
“Breaking that Backbone.” Write an 
additional caption that explains what 
this cartoon is suggesting about the 
“Emancipation Proclamation.”

2  Visual Features 
The central image in this cartoon is  
the beast and its stiff backbone. What 
is this image a symbol of? Why do you 
think the artist chose this  
particular symbol?

3  Context 
What do you know about any or all of 
the figures in the cartoon? For example, 
why might General McClellan have seen 
“strategy” as the best way to break this 
backbone? Why might the draft have 
appealed to the Secretary of War by late 
1862?

4  Bias or Point of View 
Can you tell what the cartoon’s point of 
view is about the way Lincoln is using 
the Emancipation Proclamation? That 
is, do you think it approves of what he 
is doing, and why? Do you approve of 
what Lincoln did, and why? Explain your 
answers.

Study the Document: Visual Source 2
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Document 1 Document 2

The Visual Sources
Answer the question by checking one box below. Then complete the statements on the 
Comparison Essay worksheet. Use all your notes to help you take part in an all-class debate 
about these documents—and to answer the final DBQ for the lesson.

Which of these two primary source documents would 
be most useful to a historian trying to understand 
the Emancipation Proclamation and its impact on its 
historical era?

Comparing the Documents

Comparing the Documents
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Comparing the
DOCUMENTS

Comparison Essay

I chose Document ______ because:
____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

I did not choose Document ______.  
However, a historian still might use the document in the 
following way:
____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Keep this in mind: Some sources are very biased. A biased source is one that shows you 
only one side of an issue. That is, it takes a clear stand or expresses a very strong opinion 
about something. A biased source may be one-sided, but it can still help you to understand 
its time period. For example, a biased editorial cartoon may show how people felt about an 
issue at the time. The usefulness of a source depends most of all on what questions you 
ask about that time in the past.

Comparison Essay
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Second Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 1

Document 1
“I am naturally anti-slavery. If slavery is not 
wrong, nothing is wrong. I can not remember 
when I did not so think, and feel. And yet I 
have never understood that the Presidency 
conferred upon me an unrestricted right to 
act officially upon this judgment and feeling. 
It was in the oath I took that I would, to the 
best of my ability, preserve, protect, and 
defend the Constitution of the United States. 
I could not take the office without taking the 
oath. Nor was it my view that I might take an 
oath to get power, and break the oath using 
the power. I understood, too, that in ordinary 
civil administration this oath even forbade 
me to practically indulge my primary abstract 
judgment on the moral question of slavery. . . .
“I did understand, however, that my oath 
to preserve the Constitution to the best of 
my ability, imposed upon me the duty of 
preserving, by every indispensable means, 
that government—that nation—of which that 
Constitution was the organic law. . . . I could 
not feel that, to the best of my ability, I had 
even tried to preserve the Constitution, if, to 
save slavery, or any minor matter, I should 
permit the wreck of government, country, 
and Constitution all together. When, early 
in the war, Gen. Fremont attempted military 
emancipation, I forbade it, because I did not 
then think it an indispensable necessity. When 
a little later, Gen. Cameron, then Secretary 
of War, suggested the arming of the blacks, 

I objected, because I did not yet think it an 
indispensable necessity. When, still later, Gen. 
Hunter attempted military emancipation, I 
again forbade it, because I did not yet think 
the indispensable necessity had come. When, 
in March, and May, and July 1862 I made 
earnest, and successive appeals to the border 
states to favor compensated emancipation, 
I believed the indispensable necessity for 
military emancipation, and arming the blacks 
would come, unless averted by that measure. 
They declined the proposition; and I was, in 
my best judgment, driven to the alternative of 
either surrendering the Union, and with it, the 
Constitution, or of laying strong hand upon the 
colored element. I chose the latter. . . .
“I add a word which was not in the verbal 
conversation. In telling this tale I attempt no 
compliment to my own sagacity. I claim not to 
have controlled events, but confess plainly that 
events have controlled me. Now, at the end 
of three years’ struggle, the nation’s condition 
is not what either party, or any man devised, 
or expected. God alone can claim it. Whither 
it is tending seems plain. If God now wills the 
removal of a great wrong, and wills also that 
we of the North as well as you of the South, 
shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, 
impartial history will find therein new cause to 
attest and revere the justice and goodness 
of God.”

Information on Document 1
This is the major portion of an April 4, 1864, letter President Lincoln sent to three important 
leaders in Kentucky. Earlier in March, these three had met to discuss border state problems with 
the president and had asked him for a summary of that discussion. This letter was his summary. 
The “border states” were Kentucky, Maryland, Delaware, and Missouri. These were slave-holding 
states along the border with the North whose loyalties were either with the North or were divided 
in various ways.

Written Primary Source Document 1

Second Group of Documents
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Second Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 2

Information on Document 2
These are the lyrics to “Emancipation: Song and Chorus,” published by Oliver Ditson & Co., in 
Boston, Massachusetts, sometime in 1864. The title page of the songsheet includes the heading, 
“Dedicated to All Lovers of Freedom.” The Emancipation Proclamation did not free all the slaves. That 
only occurred with the passage of the 13th Amendment to the Constitution in 1865. Nevertheless, 
this song strongly suggests that full freedom for all the slaves was inevitable.

Written Primary Source Document 2

Emancipation: Song and Chorus

In this land of the free, not a slave  
   shall there be 
As a cause for rebellion or treason 
Each fetter and chain in the sod  
   shall be lain 
For this, if for no other reason.
Chorus: 
As brothers all, then follow the call, 
For Freedom and Emancipation; 
A man is a man, deny it who can, 
It shall be so at least in this nation.
Oh, who is so vile as to linger and smile 
When a man to the slave pen is driven, 
And sold like a beast, his poor body  
   at least, 
Tho’ his soul may be ransomed in Heaven
With the blood of the slain, we’ll wipe  
   out the stain 
Which forced men to blush for this nation 
That bartered and sold men and women  
   for gold 
Who oft were of kindred relation.
A white slave or black, is a man for all that, 
Tho’ the law may deny him his station, 

The birthright of all is to join in the call 
For God and for Emancipation.
We offer the hand to all in this land 
Who are fighting for our preservation, 
Upholding just laws and Freedoms’  
   great cause 
And the Union of all this great nation.
The nation shall grow and to other  
   lands show, 
This Republic is firm in foundation, 
And Despots shall feel that republican  
   steel, 
Is sharp in defense of this nation.
This land of the free still a refuge shall be 
For all the oppress’d who are driven 
To exile from home, to as many as come, 
To each an asylum is given.
Then join in the cry ‘till it reaches the sky, 
And there is recorded forever, 
There’ll not be a slave, in this “home of  
   the brave” 
If there is, we his fetters will sever.
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Study the Documents
SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

Study the Documents

Study the Document: Written Source 1

1  Main Idea or Topic 
Lincoln is making one key point about 
slavery and his duty under the Constitution. 
What do you think that  
point is?

2  Author, Audience, Purpose 
This is a letter by Lincoln, during the Civil 
War, to three important people from a key 
“border state.” How does knowing this 
help you better understand its meaning 
and importance?

3  Context 
What do you know about the role of the 
border states in the Civil War? What do you 
know about Lincoln’s worries about them? 
How does knowing about these things 
help you to see the importance of his letter 
here?

4  Bias 
What point does Lincoln make here about 
his duty to uphold the Constitution and any 
duty he might have to try to end slavery? 
Explain his reasoning. Do you think he was 
correct in his thinking about this? Why or 
why not?
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Study the Documents
SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

1  Main Idea or Topic 
What overall view of “emancipation” does 
this poem express? In what way is it like 
or unlike the views Lincoln expresses in 
Document 1?

2  Author, Audience, Purpose 
This song was published in Boston in 1864 
as sheet music for the general public. Do 
these facts add to your understanding of 
this document and what it shows about the 
impact of the Emancipation Proclamation? 
Why or why not?

3  Context 
This song was published in 1864. However, 
slavery as a whole was only ended in 1865 
with passage of the 13th Amendment. 
Does this add to your understanding of 
either this document or the Emancipation 
Proclamation? Explain your answer.

4  Bias 
What stanzas in this song best express 
the songwriter’s opinion about slavery, the 
effect of slavery on the nation, and the Civil 
War? Do these stanzas provide evidence of 
the impact the Emancipation Proclamation 
had during the Civil War? Explain your 
answer.

Study the Document: Written Source 2
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The major portion  
of an April 4, 1864, 

 letter President  
Lincoln sent to  
three important  

leaders in Kentucky.

The lyrics to 
“Emancipation: Song and 

Chorus,” published  
by Oliver Ditson & Co., 

 in Boston, 
Massachusetts,  

sometime in 1864. 

Document 1 Document 2

The Written Sources
Answer the question by checking one box below. Then complete the statements on the 
Comparison Essay worksheet. Use all your notes to help you take part in an all-class debate 
about these documents—and to answer the final DBQ for the lesson.

Which of these two primary source documents would 
be most useful to a historian trying to understand 
tthe Emancipation Proclamation and its impact on its 
historical era?

Comparing the Documents

Comparing the Documents
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Comparing the
DOCUMENTS

Comparison Essay

I chose Document ______ because:
____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

I did not choose Document ______.  
However, a historian still might use the document in the 
following way:
____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Keep this in mind: Some sources are very biased. A biased source is one that shows you 
only one side of an issue. That is, it takes a clear stand or expresses a very strong opinion 
about something. A biased source may be one-sided, but it can still help you to understand 
its time period. For example, a biased editorial cartoon may show how people felt about an 
issue at the time. The usefulness of a source depends most of all on what questions you 
ask about that time in the past.

Comparison Essay
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Document-Based Question
Your task is to answer a document-based question (DBQ) on the Emancipation Proclamation. In a 
DBQ, you use your analysis of primary source documents and your knowledge of history to write a 
brief essay answering the question. Using all four sets of documents, answer this question.

Below is a checklist of key suggestions for writing a DBQ essay. Next to each item, jot down a few 
notes to guide you in writing the DBQ. Use extra sheets to write a four- or five-paragraph essay.

ɚɚ Introductory Paragraph 
Does the paragraph clarify the DBQ itself? Does it present a clear thesis, or overall answer, to 
that DBQ? 

ɚɚ The Internal Paragraphs—1 
Are these paragraphs organized around main points with details supporting those main ideas? 
Do all these main ideas support the thesis in the introductory paragraph?

ɚɚ The Internal Paragraphs—2 
Are all of your main ideas and key points linked in a logical way? That is, does each idea 
follow clearly from those that went before? Does it add something new and helpful in clarifying 
your thesis?

ɚɚ Use of Primary Source Documents 
Are they simply mentioned in a “laundry list” fashion? Or are they used thoughtfully to support 
main ideas and the thesis?

ɚɚ Concluding Paragraph 
Does it restate the DBQ and thesis in a way that sums up the main ideas without repeating old 
information or going into new details? 

“In bringing about the end of slavery, the Emancipation 
Proclamation of 1863 was not nearly as important as the  

13th Amendment of 1865.” Explain why you do or do  
not agree with this statement.

Document-Based Question

Document-Based Question
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Primary Source Images 

First Group—Document 1
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Primary Source Images 

First Group—Document 2
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