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A DECLARATION OF FREEDOM

From the outset, the abolitionists urged Abraham Lincoln to make free-
ing the slaves the major objective of the war. But Lincoln declared:
"My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union.” The
Republican platform had promised to check the extension of slavery,
but it also pledged not to interfere with slavery where it legally ex-
isted. Four border slave states—Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, and
Delaware—had remained in the Union, and Lincoln was afraid that
an abolitionist policy would drive them into the Confederacy, with dis-
astrous results for the Union cause. He was not convinced at first,
moreover, that the majority of Northerners favored abolition.

As the Civil War progressed, Northern public opinion moved
slowly in the direction of emancipation. At the same time it was be-
coming clear that a Union victory would mean the end of slavery.
Whenever Union troops occupied any part of the Confederacy, the
slaves promptly left the plantations and became camp followers of the
Northern armies. Union generals began asking what policy to adopt
toward slavery in the occupied parts of the South. In addition, the Eu-
ropean public was becoming critical of the North for its failure to
emancipate the slaves. Lincoln finally decided that the time had come
to take action.

At a secret cabinet meeting on July 22, 1862, Lincoln presented a
proclamation abolishing slavery, on which he had been working nearly
a month. Secretary of State William H. Seward urged him not to issue
it until after a Union victory. Then, on September 17, came the battle
of Antietam, at which the Union armies of General George M. Mc-
Clellan halted the advance of General Robert E. Lee’s troops. On Sep-
tember 22, Lincoln officially proclaimed emancipation. In his capacity
as commander in chief he announced that, “on the 1st day of January,
A.D. 1863, all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part
of a State the people whereof shall then be in rebellion against the
United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.”

The Emancipation Proclamation did not immediately end slavery.



It did not apply to the border states because they were not in rebel-
lion. Nor did it apply to those parts of the Confederacy then held by
Union troops. Nevertheless, in all Confederate territories subsequently
occupied by Northern troops, the slaves became free by the terms of
Lincoln’s proclamation. Furthermore, the proclamation led to the vol-
untary freeing of slaves in many places where it did not apply; Missouri
and Maryland freed their slaves in 1863 and 1864. But it was the Thir-
teenth Amendment that ended slavery everywhere in the United States
for all time. Introduced in Congress in December 1863 and adopted
with Lincoln’s energetic support in January 1865, it became part of the
Constitution the following December when the necessary three-fourths
of the states had ratified it.

Questions to Consider. The Emancipation Proclamation has been
called as prosaic as a bill of lading. Do you think this is a fair appraisal?
Do you think a statement more like the preamble to the Declaration
of Independence would have been better? Why do you think Lincoln,
a great prose master, avoided exalted language in writing the procla-
mation? On what constitutional powers as president did he depend in
announcing his policy? In what ways does the proclamation demon-
strate that Lincoln was a practical man? Reactions to the proclamation
were varied. The London Spectator made fun of it. “The principle,”
sneered the editor, ”is not that a human being cannot justly own an-
other, but that he cannot own him unless he is loyal to the United
States.” Was the editor’s comment justified? Not everyone agreed with
the Spectator. Many abolitionists and most Southern blacks hailed
the proclamation as a giant step on the road to freedom. Were they
correct?
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The Emancipation Proclamation
(1863)

ABRAHAM LINCOLN
Whereas on the 22d day of September, A.D. 1862, a proclamation was issued

by the President of the United States, containing among other things, the fol-
lowing, to wit:
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“That on the 1st day of January, A.D. 1863, all persons held as slaves within
any State or designated part of a State the people whereof shall then be in re-
bellion against the United States shall be then, thenceforward, and forever
free; and the executive government of the United States, including the mili-
tary and naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of
such persons and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of
them, in any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.

“That the executive will on the 1st day of January aforesaid, by proclama-
tion, designate the States and parts of States, if any, in which the people
thereof, respectively, shall then be in rebellion against the United States; and
the fact that any State or the people thereof shall on that day be in good faith
represented in the Congress of the United States by members chosen thereto
at elections wherein a majority of the qualified voters of such States shall
have participated shall, in the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be
deemed conclusive evidence that such State and the people thereof are not
then in rebellion against the United States.”

Now, therefore, I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by
virtue of the power in me vested as Commander-in-Chief of the Army and
Navy of the United States in time of actual armed rebellion against the au-
thority and government of the United States, and as a fit and necessary war
measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this 1st day of January, A.D.
1863, and in accordance with my purpose so to do, publicly proclaimed for
the full period of one hundred days from the first day above mentioned, or-
der and designate as the States and parts of States wherein the people
thereof, respectively, are this day in rebellion against the United States the
following, to wit:

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana (except the parishes of St. Bernard, Plaque-
mines, Jefferson, St. John, St. Charles, St. James, Ascension, Assumption, Ter-
rebonne, Lafourche, St. Mary, St. Martin, and Orleans, including the city of
New Orleans), Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North
Carolina, and Virginia (except the forty-eight counties designated as West
Virginia, and also the counties of Berkeley, Accomac, Northhampton, Eliza-
beth City, York, Princess Anne, and Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk
and Portsmouth), and which excepted parts are for the present left precisely
as if this proclamation were not issued.

And by virtue of the power and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and
declare that all persons held as slaves within said designated States and parts
of States are, and henceforward shall be, free; and that the Executive Gov-
ernment of the United States, including the military and naval authorities
thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of said persons.

And Ihereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from
all violence, unless in necessary self-defense; and I recommend to them that,
in all cases when allowed, they labor faithfully for reasonable wages.

And I further declare and make known that such persons of suitable con-
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forts, positions, stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in
said service.

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by
the Constitution upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment
of mankind and the gracious favor of Almighty God.



