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On December 26, 1862, thirty-eight Dakota Natives were hanged in Mankato, Minnesota, because Abraham Lincoln refused to pardon them. Lincoln believed that they were undoubtedly rapists and murderers; however, one priest, Reverend Stephen Riggs, had openly admitted that one of the thirty-eight Dakota Natives was wrongfully hanged. The purpose of this research is to analyze factual evidence to discover if Lincoln’s decision not to pardon the thirty-eight Dakota natives was predetermined. To formulate our hypothesis, multiple sources were required to explain Lincoln's decision regarding the Native Dakotas. Secondary sources were utilized to conduct this research, including testimonies, biographies, and statistical data. The primary sources also included newspapers, government officials, public speakers, and writings by Abraham Lincoln. The consensus from American historians and primary resources remembered Lincoln’s decision not to pardon the thirty-eight members of the Dakota tribe as a “fair” punishment, but was this Lincoln’s original plan? Did Lincoln’s past have anything to do with the decision made on December 6th, 1862? Most importantly, is Lincoln to blame for the hanging and removal of Dakota Natives from their homes? This paper will determine if President Lincoln’s past pre-election life may have had preconceived ideology toward Native Americans, which could have influenced the decision of the largest execution in United States history.

First, it is essential to understand the history of what many historians refer to as “The Great Sioux Uprising of 1862.” Throughout this historical investigation, the “Sioux” tribal name was replaced with “Dakota” because it was recently discovered that the Ojibew, a rival tribe, gave the Sioux name to the Dakota tribe. "Sioux" was the original term used by Americans before this discovery. For historical accuracy, the Native American tribe is referred to by its original name.

The history of the Dakota Uprising will sound familiar to those who have read Native American history. White Americans expanded further and further to the West, which resulted in isolating many native tribes. The Dakota Uprising began when the United States government failed to uphold its end of the bargain by withholding provisions and annuity payments for the Dakota Natives living in Minnesota. This resulted in widespread starvation among the Dakotas. There was no sympathy from white traders, who now started to occupy Minnesota. On August 18, 1862, the Dakotas attacked white settlers, destroying their farms and killing several families. It was reported by the New York Times that an estimated 500 civilians, including elderly, women, and children, were killed by the Dakotas. President Abraham Lincoln assigned Edwin Stanton to resolve the situation. Colonel Henry Sibley, along with John Pope, commanded an army, seized 392 Dakota Natives as prisoners, and placed them in military court. The court outcome convicted 303 Dakota Natives and sentenced them to death. Lincoln would stop the executions until he inspected the court cases. On December 6, 1862, Lincoln decided that instead of 303 hangings, there would be thirty-eight Dakotas sentenced to death. Finally, on December 26th, 1862, the thirty-eight Dakotas were hanged at Mankato, Minnesota.

This research will draw on the perspectives of esteemed historians and primary sources. The investigation of Abraham Lincoln’s past will explore three definitive experiences that may have altered Lincoln’s perception of Native Americans, including his early childhood, the Black Hawk War, and his political rhetoric toward African Americans. Lincoln’s early childhood will be explored in this investigation through his father’s experiences while traveling, Lincoln’s education, and his personality traits. The Black Hawk War is an essential key as his actions, or lack thereof, will prove Lincoln’s character. Examine Lincoln’s language toward the African American community to gain insight of any deeper motives and how it could relate to Native Americans. The final section will conclude with Lincoln’s actions during and after the Dakota Uprising.

The secondary sources examined under the four topics varied across the first era (1890-1939), the second era (1954-1976), and the last era (2008-2016). Each era enabled researchers to be cautious of the different opinions, principles, and methodologies they encountered. The first era, for example, was written by traditional historians and considered gatekeepers of knowledge to the public. In many cases, they were the first to probe original documentation from the time of the event. The second era tended to present a progressive approach to their research. Their reason for the drastic change came from newly discovered documents, along with a traditional historian's narrative, that did not agree with their constructed argument. The third era compiled information from both previous eras, but with new possibilities enabled by superior data. These three eras were divided to identify any preconceived notions about Native Americans or Abraham Lincoln expressed by the authors themselves. Future scholars may want to revisit this topic, which is critical to include the authors of the secondary sources used in this research. The information found will present enough understanding to qualify as a well-constructed argument.

First Era

The earliest secondary source started with a published book from 1890. John G. Nicolay and John Hay both contributed to the completion of Abraham Lincoln: A History. This book illustrated the life of “the greatest man of his time,” Lincoln’s past achievements, traits of character, and the people he surrounded himself with. This book comes twenty-five years after the death of Lincoln in which case Nicolay and Hay constructed an “honest history” of the 16th President as the preserver of “American manhood.” The book itself consists of sources that came from Robert T. Lincoln (son of Abraham Lincoln) himself, but also official and private papers, manuscripts, personal intercourse with Cabinet Officers, Members of Congress, Governors, and Military and Naval Officers, “vast bulk of printed records,” and treatises which have accumulated since 1865. Hay’s and Nicolay’s work will help validate Abraham Lincoln‘s role during the Black Hawk War.

In 1904, Daniel Buck wrote a book about Native American battles titled "Indian Outbreak." Buck was an ex-judge of the Supreme Court of Minnesota from 1894 up until 1899. While Buck might not have served during the Dakota Uprising, he was present at the time and decided to write his perspective of the incident from a White citizen living in Minnesota at the time. He wrote about how natives had prearranged a court hearing, a part of history that many historians tend to forget. The courts, in his opinion, were the “most noted” for the Whites against the “terrible Indian outbreak.” The President's and people's roles before, during, and after the Dakota Uprising, as presented throughout Buck’s book, will reveal whether the actions performed may or may not have been motivated by biased intentions.
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The execution of the Dakota 38 in Desember
1862 remains one of the most contesteded
decisions of Abraham Lincoln’s presidency,

In the aftermath of the US-Dakota War,
military tribunals sentenced 303 Dakota men
to death. After an exhaustive review of thrial
records, Lincoln commuted 264 of those sen-
tences, allowing 33 to proceed—an act that
resulted in the largest mass execution

in American history.

In this concise and-deeply researched study,
Nicholas Stauffer examines the political le-
gal, and moral pressures surrounding Lin-
coln’s decision. Drawing on contemporary
accounts, government documents, and tribal
perspectives, Stauffer situates the president’s
actions within the wider context of Civil War
politics, Native American—federal relations,
and the longstanding tensions

on the Minnesota frontier.
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