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For over one hundred years historians have portrayed Robert E. Lee as an indomitable figure who joined the South in the Civil War despite reservations on the issue of slavery.  Douglas Southall Freeman, whose influential biography of Lee was published in the 1930s, declared that Lee “had believed steadfastly in gradual emancipation” (U.S. Congress).  Similarly, The Generals, a book published in 1988, cites Lee’s antislavery sentiments as one of the reasons that his wife Mary Custis consented to their marriage (Nolan 9).  These and other traditionalist views of Lee base a large part of this supposition on a letter Lee wrote in 1856 to his wife (Appendix 1).  However, the letter Lee wrote expresses both anti-slavery and pro-slavery sentiments.  A similar contradiction is evident in Lee’s other letters in which he warns against the evils of emancipation.  In order to understand what Lee’s real position on slavery was it is necessary to analyze Lee’s correspondence and his actions leading up to and following the Civil War.  Representing Lee’s correspondence, an 1856 letter and another letter from 1865 will be considered, both of which traditionalist historians consider key in proving Lee opposed slavery.  Lee’s stated position after the war, the manumission of his father-in-law’s slaves (16), and his decision to fight for the south will also be considered in determining Lee’s position on the institution of slavery.

When Lee wrote to his wife in December of 1856, he stated that slavery “is a moral & political evil” (Appx 1).  Freeman and other biographers have used this statement to show that Lee was always in favor of emancipation.  However, this ignores the pro-slavery tone that dominates the majority of the letter.  Immediately following Lee’s denouncement of slavery, he lauds the advantages that forced labor gave to blacks.  Enlisting a common pro-slavery argument, Lee claims that slaveholders are actually helping blacks.  Lee says slavery “is necessary for their instruction as a race.”  He claims that their forced servitude provides a better situation “morally, socially & physically,” than life in Africa.  These arguments were standard justifications of pro-slavery factions in the United States and oppose the view of Lee as being anti-slavery or in favor of gradual emancipation.

Despite these statements, Douglas Freeman stated that “Lee had believed steadfastly in gradual emancipation”1.  This statement probably relies on Lee’s determination that the blacks’ “emancipation will sooner result from the mild & melting influence of Christianity, than the storms & tempests of fiery Controversy.”  However, this statement does not speak to a desire for gradual emancipation.  Instead it criticizes the actions of abolitionists for creating “fiery Controversy.”  He criticizes them for being “intolerant of the Spiritual liberty of others,” others being Lee and southern slave owners.  However, he completely ignores abolitionist’s defense of the “Spiritual liberty” of the black race, presumably because he sees blacks as inferior to whites.  The statement also refers to Lee’s firm belief in “Merciful providence” or in other words his belief that only God could decide when slavery had served its purpose and slaves could be emancipated. He goes on in the letter to disparage the abolitionists for believing that they could change the course of Providence.  Lee describes slavery as “a moral & political evil,” but also expounds upon the problems with abolition.  In the letter, it appears that Lee does not adopt a strong position on the issue of slavery.
However, Lee’s statement that, “The painful discipline they [blacks] are undergoing, is necessary for their instruction as a race,” has implications that are strongly pro-slavery.  In the same letter that he proclaims slavery a “moral & political evil,” Lee also describes slavery as necessary “subjugation.”  However, the most telling part of Lee’s letter is his belief that God will determine when slavery should end.  This implies that slavery is sanctioned by God because God is allowing the institution to continue to exist.  Lee, like many other Southerners, claims that the purpose of slavery’s existence was “necessary for their [blacks] instruction as a race.” This belief shows that Lee considered the black race to be of lower status than his own race.  It suggests they are inferior and need the guidance of the white race.   When considering this statement, along with Lee’s words, “slavery as an institution, is a moral & political evil in any Country,” it is evident that he believes enslaving one’s equals is evil, but enslaving a lesser race is not.  Rather, Lee says it is God’s will that the “superior” race enslave “lesser” races in order to “prepare & lead them to better things.”  In the case of the black race, Lee, like most plantation owners, rationalized owning slaves by considering them to be lesser beings.  Lee says emancipation will come when God wills it, denouncing the abolitionists as agitators who would push the nation into “a Civil & Servile war.”  While Lee’s 1856 letter can be read as anti-slavery because of the line describing slavery as “a moral & political evil,” the majority of the letter defends the institution of slavery as sanctioned by God and “necessary for their [black’s] instruction as a race” (Lee 27 December 1856).
However in another letter written by Lee in 1865 (Appx 2) his position on emancipation is stated in more explicit terms.  In this letter to Andrew Hunter, Lee says that “I would deprecate any sudden disturbance of that relation [between master and slave].”  Here he clearly opposes emancipation.  Lee continually expresses similar pro-slavery arguments in the letter.  He describes slavery as “the best [relationship] that can exist between the white and black races while intermingled as at present in this country,” restating his declaration in the 1856 letter that slavery is a necessary evil.  He also implies that the slavery is sanctioned by God by describing slavery as “influenced by Christianity.”

The letter written in 1865 to Andrew Hunter, while more direct in terms of Lee’s arguments, still contains contradictions.  Lee begins the letter with arguments that are strongly pro-slavery.  As the letter continues and Lee addresses the issue of allowing blacks to serve in the Confederacy’s military, he begins to mention some ideas that would allow for emancipation.  However, Lee says in the letter that the manner in which the North plans to emancipate the slaves would destroy slavery in “a manner most pernicious to the welfare of our people [white southerners].”  Despite this denouncement of Northern policy of allowing slaves to serve in the military, Lee goes on in the letter to express the advantages of employing blacks as soldiers in the Confederate army and rewarding them with immediate emancipation and emancipation for their families following the war’s conclusion.  He argues that the slaves will seek freedom by joining the North if given the opportunity, thus providing the North with a much larger army.  In order to preserve slaves as a resource for the South Lee says it may be necessary to offer them freedom in return for military service.  In Lee’s opinion, it would be better to win the war and lose slavery than to lose both.  He speaks of the political advantages of providing slaves with freedom through military service.  Lee says it would improve the relationship between the races.  However, in this instance Lee’s plan ignores the fact that the primary goal of the South was preventing the emancipation of the very slaves that he spoke of freeing.  However, despite his argument in favor of this form of emancipation, it is clear that Lee still does not consider emancipation an ideal outcome as he says that he would “deprecate any sudden disturbance of that relation [between master and slave]” in the same letter (Lee, 11 January 1865).  

Lee’s struggle with contradictory convictions in these two letters regarding slavery may explain inconsistencies in his other letters and conversations.  In the letter to Hunter, Lee seems more concerned with winning the war rather than preserving slavery.  However, Lee often spoke of saving “our social system from destruction” (Nolan 15) and complains of the “the Systematic & progressive efforts of certain people of the North, to interfere with & change the domestic institutions of the South” (Lee, 27 December 1856), both of these statements express a dissatisfaction with the actions of abolitionists toward southerners.  At the same time Lee maintained that the Civil War was for “the right of self-government, liberty, and peace” (Nolan 56).  Lee may have proclaimed that the war was for self-government for the South in order to avoid the issue of slavery, the moral implications of which he struggled with in many of his letters.  Lee’s conviction that slavery was not the primary issue that caused secession is inconsistent with his preoccupation with preserving “the domestic institutions of the South” as well as the feelings of Confederate leaders.  

In his famous speech in Savannah, GA in 1861, the vice president of the Confederacy, Alexander H. Stephens, clearly explained that Southern secession from the United States and disagreement with the American Constitution came about because of the issue of slavery.  In his speech, Stephens declares that Thomas Jefferson was right to express fear that slavery would break the union apart, but says that Jefferson and the other leading politicians took the wrong side of the issue.  The belief at the time was that slavery violated the laws of nature, a view based on the equality of all races; an equality that Stephens regarded as “fundamentally wrong” (Appx 3).  Instead, Stephens, one of the preeminent southern leaders, declared that “the negro is not equal to the white man” and therefore “subordination to the superior race is his [the negro’s] natural and normal condition” (Stephens 21 March 1861).  This position is nearly identical to Lee’s expressed belief before the war began that slavery “is necessary for their [the black’s] instruction as a race” (Lee 27 December 1856).

Stephens continues on to declare that “all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution African slavery” were “the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution” (Stephens 21 March 1861).  The vice president of the Confederacy clearly states that the cause of secession was not “the right of self-government, liberty, and peace” (Nolan 56) as Lee claimed, but to preserve slavery.  This can be seen in Stephens’ speech and also laws passed by Southern States leading up to secession.  In fact many of these laws directly contradict the ideas of “self-government, liberty, and peace.”  For example, in 1849 Virginia’s legal code made stating “that owners have not right of property in their slaves” a criminal offense (27).  It is difficult to believe that Lee was not aware of these reasons for war, despite his stated opinion of why war broke out.  For example, Lee’s statements regarding the preservation of “the domestic institutions of the South” clearly refer to the institution of slavery, which implies that Lee knew this was a real cause of the war (Lee 27 December 1856).  

Traditionalist historians argue that the domestic life of the North and South was so different that it was impossible for one to understand the other.  However, this assumption is not based in clear observable differences.  In the North, the wealthy lived in very much the same way that the wealthy lived in the South.  The same was true of the lower class and laborers.  The primary difference came in the method by which money was earned in each part of the nation.  The South’s labor intensive crops required immense numbers of workers, in this case slaves.  The North worked primarily with industry, which still required immense numbers of laborers, but they were paid laborers.  This economic difference connects to the major social differences between the North and the South; one relied on a class of paid laborers and the other on slaves.  So when Lee said he sought to defend “our social system from destruction” (Nolan 15), it is clear that he thought the Civil War was a means to prevent the abolition of slavery. 
Before addressing Lee’s post war position on emancipation, there is an instance that Traditionalists use as key evidence of Lee’s supposed anti-slavery position that should be closely examined.  In 1857, Lee’s father-in-law passed away.  In his will, George Washington Parke Custis demanded the manumission of his slaves within five years of his passing.  Robert E. Lee was made executor of Custis’ will and therefore had the responsibility of manumitting Custis’ slaves.  Lee officially manumitted the slaves on December 29, 1862.  Traditionalists cite this as evidence of Lee’s disapproval of slavery.  However this evidence is not useful in determining whether or not Lee was pro-slavery as he was required by Virginia law to execute the will and would have violated that law if he had chosen not to manumit the slaves.
After the end of the Civil War, Lee on several occasions discussed his views on the institution of slavery.  The first occasion during which Lee discussed his pre-war view of slavery was in a conversation with a British literary traveler, Herbert C. Saunders.  Saunders published the conversation after Lee’s death.  In the document Lee discusses his position on slavery and what he felt was the view generally held in Virginia before the war and before the strength of the abolition movement grew.  In the summary Saunders says “he [Lee] assured me that he had always been in favour of the emancipation of the negroes, and that in Virginia the feeling had been strongly inclining in the same direction.”  Lee blamed “the ill-judged enthusiasm (amounting to rancour) of the abolitionists in the North” for the change in Southern opinion in the summary (Lee 230).  This argument that abolitionists changed the tide in favor of slavery does not ring true with Lee’s other statements claiming that “I [Lee] am rejoiced that slavery is abolished” and that “The best men of the south have long desired to do away with the institution” (Nolan 25).  One statement admits to a change in opinion amongst Southerners while the other two claim that abolition was always the goal of “the best men of the south.”  The discrepancies between Lee’s postwar remarks and his letters from before the war’s end suggest they are a defense of his involvement in the war instead of an accurate representation of his position on the issue of slavery.   
Lee’s opinion of slavery appears to be conflicted.  To believe as Traditionalists do that Lee was against slavery because of some of Lee’s statements means ignoring evidence, often within the same document, in which he speaks quite strongly in support of preserving the social institution of slavery.  Before the war, his correspondence with his wife was filled with pro-slavery arguments with only a few lines that suggested any desire for abolition.  During the war, Lee seemed to desire victory even at the cost of losing the institution of slavery; however, it would be incorrect to say that he felt a strong inclination towards emancipation.  After the war, Lee began to claim that he had “always been in favour of the emancipation of the negroes” (Lee 231); a statement that is inconsistent with the position he takes in his pre-war correspondence in which he supports “the domestic institutions of the South” (Lee 27 December 1856).  While Lee was clearly not as pro-slavery as Confederate leaders like Stephens, he was also not in favor of emancipation.  Lee believed there was a place and time for enslaving people he saw as inferior.  He held typical Southern beliefs that slavery was sanctioned by God, and necessary despite its evils.  By fighting for the South, he was fighting for these beliefs. 
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Appendix
1.  Lee’s Letter to Mary Custis on December 27, 1856.  Lee Considered: General Robert E. Lee and Civil War History (Nolan)

In this enlightened age, there are few I believe, but what will acknowledge, that slavery as an institution, is a moral & political evil in any Country.  It is useless to expatiate on its disadvantages.  I think it however a greater evil to the white than to the black race, & while my feelings are strongly enlisted in behalf of the latter, my sympathies are more strong for the former.  The blacks are immeasurably better off here than in Africa, morally, socially & physically.  The painful discipline they are undergoing, is necessary for their instruction as a race, & I hope will prepare & lead them to better things.  How long their subjugation may be necessary is known & ordered by a wise Merciful Providence.  Their emancipation will sooner result from the mild & melting influence of Christianity, than the storms & tempests of fiery Controversy…While we see the Course of the final abolition of human Slavery is onward, & we give it all the aid of our prayers & all justifiable means in our power we must leave the progress as well as the result in his hands who sees the end; who Chooses to work by slow influences; & with whom two thousand years are but as a Single day…
I was much pleased with the President’s message….The views of the Pres: of the Systematic & progressive efforts of certain people of the North, to interfere with & change the domestic institutions of the South, are truthfully & faithfully expressed.  The Consequences of their plans & purposes are also clearly set forth, & they must also be aware, that their object is both unlawful & entirely foreign to them & their duty; for which they are irresponsible & unaccountable; & Can only be accomplished by them through the agency of a Civil & Servile war….

(Referring to Lee’s belief that God should and would emancipate the slaves in his own time)….

Although the Abolitionist must know this, & must See that he has neither the right or power of operating except by moral means & suasion, & if he means well to the slave, he must not Create angry feelings in the Master; that although he may not approve of the mode by which it pleases Providence to accomplish its purposes the result will nevertheless be the same; that the reasons he gives for interference in what he has no Concern, holds good for every kind of interference with our neighbors when we disapprove their Conduct…. Is it not strange that the descendants of those pilgrim fathers who Crossed the Atlantic to preserve their own freedom of opinion, have always proved themselves intolerant of the Spiritual liberty of others.

2.  Lee’s letter to Andrew Hunter4
Dear Sir:

I have received your letter of the 7th instant, and without confining myself to the order of your interrogatories, will endeavor to answer them by a statement of my views on the subject.  I shall be most happy if I can contribute to the solution of a question in which I feel an interest commensurate with my desire for the welfare and happiness of our people.

Considering the relation of master and slave, controlled by humane laws and influenced by Christianity and an enlightened public sentiment, as the best that can exist between the white and black races while intermingled as at present in this country, I would deprecate any sudden disturbance of that relation unless it be necessary to avert a greater calamity to both.  I should therefore prefer to rely upon our white population to preserve the ratio between our forces and those of the enemy, which experience has shown to be safe.  But in view of the preparations of our enemies, it is our duty to provide for continued war and not for a battle or a campaign, and I fear that we cannot accomplish this without overtaxing the capacity of our white population.

Should the war continue under the existing circumstances, the enemy may in course of time penetrate our country and get access to a large part of our negro population.  It is his avowed policy to convert the able-bodied men among them into soldiers, and to emancipate all.  The success of the Federal arms in the South was followed by a proclamation of President Lincoln for 280,000 men, the effect of which will be to stimulate the Northern States to procure as substitutes for their own people negroes thus brought within their reach.  Many have already been obtained in Virginia, and should the fortune of war expose more of her territory, the enemy would gain a large accession to his strength.  His progress will thus add to his numbers, and at the same time destroy slavery in a manner most pernicious to the welfare of our people.  Their negroes will be used to hold them in subjection, leaving the remaining force of the enemy free to extend his conquest.  Whatever may be the effect of our employing negro troops, it cannot be as mischievous as this.  If it end in subverting slavery it will be accomplished by ourselves, and we can devise the means of alleviating the evil consequences to both races.  I think, therefore, we must decide whether slavery shall be extinguished by our enemies and the slaves be used against us, or use them ourselves at the risk of the effects which must be produced upon our social institutions.  My opinion is that we should employ them without delay.  I believe that with proper regulations they can be made efficient soldiers.  They possess the physical qualifications in an eminent degree.  Long habits of obedience and subordination, coupled with the moral influence which in our country the white man possesses over the black, furnish an excellent foundation for that discipline which is the best guaranty of military efficiency.  Our chief aim should be to secure their fidelity.

There have been formidable armies composed of men having no interest in the cause for which they fought beyond their pay or the hope of plunder.  But it is certain that the surest foundation upon which the fidelity of an army can rest, especially in a service which imposes peculiar hardships and privations, is the personal interest of the soldier in the issue of the contest.  Such an interest we can give our negroes by giving immediate freedom to all who enlist, and freedom at the end of the war to the families of those who discharge their duties faithfully (whether they survive or not), together with the privilege of residing at the South.  To this might be added a bounty for faithful service.

We should not expect slaves to fight for prospective freedom when they can secure it at once by going to the enemy, in whose service they will incur no greater risk than in ours.  The reasons that induce me to recommend the employment of negro troops at all render the effect of the measures I have suggested upon slavery immaterial, and in my opinion the best means of securing the efficiency and fidelity of this auxiliary force would be to accompany the measure with a well-digested plan of gradual and general emancipation.  As that will be the result of the continuance of the war, and will certainly occur if the enemy succeed, it seems to me most advisable to adopt it at once, and thereby obtain all the benefits that will accrue to our cause.

The employment of negro troops under regulations similar in principle to those above indicated would, in my opinion, greatly increase our military strength and enable us to relieve our white population to some extent.  I think we could dispense with the reserve forces except in cases of necessity.

It would disappoint the hopes which our enemies base upon our exhaustion, deprive them in a great measure of the aid they now derive from black troops, and thus throw the burden of the war upon their own people.  In addition to the great political advantages that would result to our cause from the adoption of a system of emancipation, it would exercise a salutary influence upon our whole negro population, by rendering more secure the fidelity of those who become soldiers, and diminishing the inducements to the rest to abscond.

I can only say in conclusion that whatever measures are to be adopted should be adopted at once.  Every day's delay increases the difficulty.  Much time will be required to organize and discipline the men, and action may be deferred until it is too late.

Very respectfully, your obedient servant,

R.E. Lee, 
General

3.  Excerpt from the Cornerstone Speech by Alexander H. Stephens

Savannah, GA
March 21, 1861
The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution African slavery as it exists amongst 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 that time. The constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution while it should last, and hence no argument can be justly urged 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 government built upon it fell when the "storm came and the wind blew."
Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner- stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its development, like all other truths in the various departments of science. It has been so even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can recollect well, that this truth was not generally admitted, even within their day. The errors of the past generation still clung to many as late as twenty years ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly denominate fanatics. All fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind from a defect in reasoning. It is a species of insanity. One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is forming correct conclusions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics. Their conclusions are right if their premises were. They assume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their premises were correct, their conclusions would be logical and just but their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. I recollect once of having heard a gentleman from one of the northern States, of great power and ability, announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, that we of the South would be compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the principle would ultimately prevail. That we, in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were warring against a principle, a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. The reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and that he and his associates, in this crusade against our institutions, would ultimately fail. The truth announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics as it was in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, and those acting with him, who were warring against a principle. They were attempting to make things equal which the Creator had made unequal.

4.  Excerpt from Herbert C. Saunders summary of a conversation with Lee taken from Recollections and Letters of General Robert E. Lee.
On the subject of slavery, he assured me that he had always been in favour of the emancipation of the negroes, and that in Virginia the feeling had been strongly inclining in the same direction, till the ill-judged enthusiasm (amounting to rancour) of the abolitionists in the North had turned the Southern tide of feeling in the other direction. In Virginia, about thirty years ago, an ordinance for the emancipation of the slaves had been rejected by only a small majority, and every one fully expected at the next convention it would have been carried, but for the above cause. He went on to say that there was scarcely a Virginian now who was not glad that the subject had been definitely settled, though nearly all regretted that they had not been wise enough to do it themselves the first year of the war. Allusion was made by him to a conversation he had with a distinguished countryman of mine. He had been visiting a large slave plantation (Shirley) on the James River. The Englishman had told him that the working population were better cared for there than in any country he had ever visited, but that he must never expect an approval of the institution of slavery by England, or aid from her in any cause in which that question was involved. Taking these facts and the well-known antipathy of the mass of the English to the institution into consideration, he said he had never expected help from England.
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