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The myth of Abraham Lincoln pervades every aspect of 

popular American historical consciousness. Lincoln is de

picted as the "Great Emancipator," a moral crusader who all 

his life worked against slavery, and who, as soon as possible~ 

struck slavery down with his "mighty swift sword" the 

Emancipation Proclamation. 

The truth is somewhat different. While Lincoln was 

generally opposed to the institution of slavery, he resisted 

its destruction by any means other than its own evolution. 

Lincoln consistently refused to consider abolitionw and 

the Emancipation Proclamation itself came only as a result 

of the immense and irresistable pressures and events of 

the bloodiest war that the world had yet witnessed. In 

reality, the abolition of slavery was brought about not by 

Lincoln, but by the organized efforts of Northern Abolition

ists, and, most significantly, through the actions of 

hundreds of thousands of slaves and free blacks who had 

begun to take the destruction of slavery into their own hands. 

I. LINCOLN AND SLAVERY BEFORE THE 'v'JAR 

Abraham Lincoln was never fond of slavery~ and he said 

so time and again throughout his life. To an audience in 

Cincinnati in 1842, he stated, "Slavery and oppression must 

cease, or American liberties must perish." 1 On the other 

hand, slavery was not at the heart of Lincoln's moral and 

political concerns. for most of his career, he was not 
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known as a fiery critic of the slave system~ and prior to 

the Emancipation, he did little to abolish slavery. Lincoln's 

sentiments against slavery were based primarily on his concern 

for the welfare of free white farmers and workers in the North 

and West. Paramount among these concerns was that the new 

Territories and States be available for free whites. In his 

well known 18.54 anti-slavery speech in Peoria~ Illinois, 

Lincoln declared that, 

The whole nation is interested that the best use 
be made of these Territories. We want them for 
homes of free white people. This they cannot be, 
to any considerable ~xtent, if slavery shall be 
planted with.in them. 

In addition, if slavery continued to spread beyond the 

original Slave States, it was bound to degrade the economic 

position of the white population in the West. If blacks 

could be forced to work for little or nothing and be treated 

simply as human cattle, what would be the effect on white 

laborers? Lincoln continued, 

How can anyone who abhors the oppression of Negroes 
be in favor of degrading classes of white people? 
Our progress in degeneracy appears to me to be 
pretty rapid. As a nation we began by declaring 
that • all men are created equal. ' We now prac
tically read it 'all men are created equal except 
negroes.' When the Know-nothings LNativist pol
itical party get control, it will read 'all men 
are created equal, except negroes and foreigners 
and Catholics.' When it comes to this, I shall 
prefer emigrating to some country where they make 
no pretense of loving liberty, -- to Russia~ for 
instance, where despotism can be takJn pure, and 
without the base alloy of hypocrisy. 

Lincoln was conflicted in his feelings on slavery. 

He was truly repulsed by the slave system, but like his im-

agined mentor, Thomas Jefferson~ he could never bring himself 
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to agree that something should actually be done to end human 

bondage where it had traditionally existed in the South. As 

early as 1845, Lincoln wrote in response to a letter from an 

abolitionist, 

I hold it a paramount duty of us in the free 
States, due to the Union of the States, and per
haps to liberty itself (paradox though it may 
seem), to let the slavery of the other states 
alone; while, on the other hand, I hold it to 
be equally clear that we should never knowingly 
lend ourselves, directly or indirectly~ to prevent 
that slavery from dying a natural death to 
find new places for it to li~e in, when it can 
no longer exist in the old. 

Lincoln's opposition to moving against slavery where it 

already existed was due largely to his feeling that to de

clare emancipation would mean the secession of the South~ 

a course of action long threatened by various Southern states. 

Surely, freedom for black slaves was no more worth such a 

risk than it had been at the 1787 Constitutional Convention . .5 

Lincoln's belief that slavery should be left be was based 

also on a certain sympathy with the .. plight .. of Southern 

slaveowners. As Lincoln made clear in his 1854 Peoria speech~ 

"I surely will not blame them ffiouthern slaveownery for not 

doing what I should not know how to do myself. If all earthly 

power were given to me, I should not know what to do as to 

the existing institution.u 6 Lincoln's view that preserving 

the status quo of the Union was of supreme importance and his 

sympathy for the slave owners "difficult position., ·outweighed 

his hatred of slavery. 

An additional weight on the scales against emancipation 
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must have been Lincoln's stated view that blacks were inher-

ently inferior to whites. This became apparent in Lincoln's 

conjecture on what might be done with slaves who were even

tually freed. "My first impulse would be to free all the 

slaves and send them to Liberia, to their own native land." 

Or, slaves could be freed and kept "among us as underlings ... "? 

In no case could blacks be considered equals with whites: 

What next? Free them~ and make them politically 
and socially our equals. M;y own feelings will 
not admit to this, and if mine would, we well 
know that those of the great mass of whites will 
not. Whether this feeling accords with justice 
and sound judgement is not the sole question, if 
indeed it is any part of it. A universal feeling, 
whether we118or ill founded, cannot be safely 
disre.garded. 

Even Lincoln's sole anti-slavery proposal in the pre

war period reveals a hesitancy to alter more than that which 

was necessary. In January 1849, Congressman Lincoln intro

duced into Congress a bill to emancipate slave children in 

Washington D.C. who were born after 1850, and to offer com-

pensation to slaveowners who might wish to emancipate more 

of their slaves. Yet, ever eager to protect the property 

rights of slaveowners not covered by the bill, Lincoln added 

a section requiring the m~nicipal authorities of Washington 

and nearby Georgetown to provide an ~~active and efficient 

means" for arresting and restoring to their owners all fug

itive slaves escaping into the District.9 This proposal 

reflected Lincoln's more general view that the infamous fug

itive slave laws should be enforced. After all, they were 

the law. 10 
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Not surprizingly, Lincoln regarded the activities of 

abolitionists to be worse than slavery itself. 11 His position 

that slavery should die only a natural death led Lincoln to 

denounce the abolitionists time and again, particularly in 

their more militant actions against slavery. 12 

These views were maintained throughout the events of the 

coming years. When the Dred Scott case was decided by the 

u.s. Supreme Court in 1857, declaring that a master could 

bring a slave into non-slave territory and still continue to 

hold that slave in bondage afterwords, Lincoln's expressed 

concern was not for Dred Scott, who was to be returned to 

slavery, or for the precedent set for the enforcement of the 

fugitive slave laws. Instead, 

Convinced that the decision was a political trick, 
Abraham Lincoln said that, while Republicans would 
accept the qecree of the Court remanding Scott to 
servitude, they would frankly reject its opinion 
respep~ing the power of Congress over slavery it
self. 

Lincoln's reaction to John Brown's attempt to begin 

slave insurrection at Harper's Ferry, Virginia, in 1859 was 

to condemn Brown in no uncertain terms. Brown had gone out-

side the law in an attempt to force the slaveowners to give 

up their slaves, and the entire concept of violent rebellion 

against slavery was in opposition to Lincoln's beliefs. 14 

With the coming of the Lincoln-Douglas Debates in 18)8, 

Lincoln managed to project his position on slavery in a 

manner calculated to win whatever support he could, and this 

often led to a policy of telling different things to different 
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people. For example~ in two speechesD made only a few months 

apart, but in different sections of the country, Lincoln 

put forward entirely opposite views on the correct rela-

tionship between black and white. 

Chicago, July 10, 1858: 

Let us discard all this quibbling about this man 
and the other man, this race and that race and 
the other race being inferior, and therefore 
they must be placed in an inferior position. Let 
us discard all these things, and unite as one 
people throughout the land, until we shall once 
more stand up declaring that all men are created 
equal. 

Charleston, September 18, 1858: 

I will say, then, that I am not, nor have ever 
been, in favor of bringing about in any way the 
social and political equality of the white and 
black races LaPPlaus§?, that I am not~ nor ever 
have been, in favor of making voters or jurors 
of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, 
nor to intermarry with white people .•• And in
asmuch as they cannot so live, while they do re
main together there must be the position of sup
erior and inferior, and I as much as any other 
many am in favor of having r§e superior position 
assigned to the white race. 

As Richard Hofstadter points out, contrary to later myths 

of Lincolnws actions, 

Lincoln took the slavery question out of the 
terms of the realm of moral and legal dispute 
and, by dramatizing it in terms of free labor's 
self-interest, gave it a universal appeal. To 
please the abolitionists he kept saying that 
slavery was an evil thing; but for the material 
benefit of all Nort~ern white men he opposed its 
further extention. 

A.s we have seen above, Lincoln went to even further 

lengths to win support. 

As the 1860 Presidential election grew near~ Lincoln's 
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statements went further to assure pro-slavery forces that 

not only did he regard blacks as inferiors, but also that 

neither he nor the Republican Party were out to undermine 

slavery. Of the Party, he stated that preventing slavery 

from becoming a nation-wide institution 11 is the .. J?urpo§...e of 

this organization." 17 Of himself, while running for President 

in the 1860 race, he stated: nwe must not interfere with the 

institution of slavery in the states where it exists because 

the Constitution forbids it and the general welfare does 
. ·. 18 

not require us to do so." Lincoln and his party maintained 

this stance throughout the 1860 election, advocating a wide 

pro-Northern program: higher tariffs, limiting slavery 

to the terms of the 1820 Missouri Compromise, land for free 

whites; but not abolition. As Herman Schluter points out: 

Thus we see that on the very eve of the outbreak 
of hostilities between the North and the South 
the Republicans were silent in regard to abolition 
••• They still had no objections to urge against 
slavery itself, or at least they did not consider 
it expedient to pl~9e the demand for abolition 
in the foreground. 

II. THE WAR AND THE EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION 

Most of the Southern states had already seceeded when 

Lincoln became President. His pro-South predecessor, Buchanan~ 

had done virtually nothing to deal with the crisis in the 

Union, and before taking any measures against the South, 

Lincoln tried to appeal to the seceeding states. I.Jincoln 's 

approach was to stand on the pre-secession status quo of 

slavery in the South and the provisions of the Missouri Com-
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promise in the new states and territories. Hopefully, 

this policy would bring the Southern states back into the 

Union by allaying their fears that the Lincoln administration 

was out to wreck slavery. As for abolition, Lincoln made 

it clear in his first inaugural address that he had no 

intention~ "directly or indirectly to interfere with the 

institution of slavery where it exists." 20 

To prove beyond a doubt that he meant to keep this 

promise~ Lincoln proposed a Constitutional Amendment in the 

Spring of 1861, forbidding the Federal Government from tampering 

at any time in the future with slavery in the South. With 

this Amendment, he sent along the message the the Republican 

administration would not udirectly or indirectly interfere 

with them [the South7 about their slavery,n and that "the 

South would be in no more danger in this respect than it was 

in the days of Washington." Lincoln's Amendment was ratified 

by three states before it failed when actual fighting broke 

out between the Union and Confederacy. 21 Despite the outbreak 

of wart Lincoln stuck hard to his traditional position that 

slavery be left untouched, and sought to assure all concerned 

that the Civil War was about the physical integrity of the 

Union and not about freeing the slaves. 22 

The Slav~s General Strike 

However, the fate of black slaves was not entirely in 

the hands of the Lincoln administration. There had always 

been slave resistance, and the war served to increase the 

opportunities for such activity. Even before the war had 
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actually begunw a movement of slaves had started across the 

borders of the slave states, and it was estimated that two 

thousand left North Carolina alone when rumors of war spread. 23 

As the war commenced, slaves began to see that the Sollth 

stood a good chance of being defeated, and that the oncoming 

Union Army opened up wider possibilities for escape from 

slavery and for the destruction of the institution than ever 

before. With these observations, an even larger mass movement 

began to desert Confederate territory and head for the Union 

Army. An estimated 50,000 were lost in the first year of war 

to the Border States alone, and this exodus continued to grow 

despite the heightened level of security in the South against 

revolt and escape, in which slave patrol duty had become mand

atory for all white citizens. 24 This "General Strike" on the 

part of slaves against the master class in the South involved 

great numbers of blacks who consciously saw their actions as 

a s.tep for freedom for themselves, and through the weakening 

of the plantation system, for all black slaves. As W.E.B. Du Bois 

explains, 

It was a strike on a wide basis against the con
ditions of work. It was a general strike that 
involved directly in the end perhaps a half 
million people. They wanted to stop the economy 
of the plantation sys~~m, and to do that they 
left the plantations. 

The General Strike was extremely effective. The Confed

eracy was being deprived of sorely needed producers of food, 

clothing, and military equipment, as well as of manual laborers 

for the Army. Even if no war had existed, here was millions of 

dollars of valuable property walking off the plantations. In 
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addition~ along with masses of black slaves went thousands 

of poor whites, unwilling to fight a war for a Confederacy 

6f rich, white slaveowners in which the poor had little stake. 26 

For those who remained behind, the Strike dramatically altered 

relations between master and slave. Slave discipline broke 

down as it became clear that the whites lacked the ability 

to enforce the norms of plantation life in war as they had 

done in peacetime. 27 

~ar1y Arm~ Policy 

Although slaves saw the Union Army as the place to find 

refuge from slavery and to offer their services for the Union 

victory, they quickly learned that the Army itself was an ob-

stacle to be overcome, for the Northern forces did not con

ceive of themselves as liberators of slaves. As Du Bois 

points out~ 

When Northern armies entered the South they be
came armies of emancipation. It was the last thing 
they planned to be. The North did not propose to 
attack property. It did not propose to free slaves. 
This was to be a white man's war to pre~~rve the 
Union~ and the Union must be preserved. 

Based on orders from Lincoln, the military made every 

effort to assure the Southern slaveowners that life would, 

as far as slavery went, continue as before despite the war. As 

Colonel Pryor of Ohio announced to a group of Virginia masters 

on July 4, 1861, 

I desire to assure you that the relations of mas
ter and servant as recognized in your state shall 
be respected. Your authority over that species of 
property LSlave~ shall not in the least be inter
fered with. To this end I can assure you that 
those under my command have peremptory orders to 
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take upand hold any Negroes found running 2~out 
the camp without passes from their masters. 

Northern generals, by and large, maintained Lincoln[js 

policy of returning fugitive slaves in their ranks and of 

generally respecting the institution of slavery. When General 

Sherman marched into Port Royal, South Carolina in November 

1861, he ordered that slavery be left untouched. The pattern 

was followed by General Dix in Virginia, General Burnside in 

Rhode Island, General Halleck in Missouri and Generals Buellt 

Hooker and William.JO Many of these commanders allowed mas-

ters to reclaim fugitive slaves in Union lines, and General 

McClellan, commander of all Union forces, went so far as to 

declare that he would put down slave insurrection .. with an 

iron hand."3l 

Despite the policies of the Army, however, the slaves 

came, and there was no stopping them. Du Bois describes the scene: 

The moment the Union army moved into slave terr
itory, the Negro joined it. Despite all argument 
and calculation and in the face of refusals and 
commands, wherever the Union armies marched, 
appeared the fugitive slaves ..• If they were seek
ing peace and quiet, they were much better off on 
the plantation than trailing in the footsteps of 
the army or squatting miserably in the camps. They 
were mistreated by the s~2diers; ridiculed; driven 
away, and yet they came. 

The policy of returning slaves and respecting slavery was 

not universally accepted among Lincoln*s subordinates. Several 

of Lincoln's military commanders realized that the liberation 

and employment of slaves could turn the tide of the war toward 

the North. Blacks could be used for construction, agriculture, 

spying, and perhaps most important, for fighting. ·In addition, 
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if slaves could be encourag'ed and aided in their flight from 

the South, the Confederacy couldbe further deprived of their 

much needed human resources. And if blacks left the plantations 

which provided the South with its lifelines, white soldiers 

would have to take their place, or else the South would starve. 

Either way, the Confederate War effort would suffer. John 

Hope Franklin explains that 

..• despite the fact that the Confederacy was not 
arming the slaves, it was using them in a variety 
of ways that released white Southerners for the 
honorable duty of bearing arms. In other words, 
Negroes were being used to defeat the Union. Could 
the Union ignore this painful and indisputable fact?33 

A number of Lincoln's commanders thought not, and despite 

Lincoln's orders acted against slavery. In August 1861, General 

Fr{mont in Missouri, ordered emancipation for slaves of Con-

federate rebels and for their use by the Army. Lincoln was 

furious. He countermanded Fre"mont • s orders, and removed the 

General from his command.34 In December 1861, Secretary of 

War Cameron consciously attempted to circumvent Lincoln by send

ing out a report to the postmasters of the major cities advocating 

the emancipation and arming of black slaves. When Lincoln dis

covered this, Cameron was immediately dismissed.35 General 

Hunter tried to "pull a Fr/mont" in 1862 when he gave orders to 

free slaves in Georgia, Florida and South Carolina. By August, 

he issued an order freeing all slaves in the entire Department 

of the South. Lincoln, shortly after, countermanded Hunter 8 s 

orders warning that "neither General Hunter, nor any other comm

ander, or person, has been authorized by the Government to make 

proclamations declaring the slaves of any State free ... 36 
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When General Phelps, commanding officer in New Orleans was 
-~· : 

ordered to exclude blacks from his lines, he appealed to 

Washington to emancipate and arm the slaves for use against 

the Confederacy. His pleas were refused and when he was told 

to put slaves to work cutting wood, Phelps resigned his com

mand saying, "I am willing to prepare African regiments for 

the defense of the government against its assailants. I am 

not willing to become the mere slave-drive which you propose, 

having no qualifications in that way ... J7 

The Confederacy lost no time in making it known to 

slaves that the North was not welcoming the slaves with open 

arms, and it was due largely to Lincoln's policy of opposing 

emancipation and the use of blacks in the war that. only one 

in ten black slaves actually fled to the Northern forces in 

the pre-Emancipation Proclamation perioct,,.38 

However, it was not only in the South that the services 

of black fugitives and volunteers were'refused. Thousands 

of free blacks in the North pleading to join the Army were 

told that' ''This /!iiail Department has no intention to call into 

the service of the Government any colored soldiers."J9 This 

was a white man's war in the North as well. As Dudley Taylor 

Cornish put it. uThe soul of old John Brown may have been 
. J 

marching, but it marched in exclusively white company."LJ.O 

Despite his wishes, Lincoln was slowly being forced by 

the pressures of the war to reconsider aspects of his policy 

toward the use of fugitive slaves. After all, thousands had 

already presented themselves to the Army, despite all Union 
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efforts to the contrary, and the advantages that this pre

sented could no lange~ be totally ignored as the war became 

more serious. In December 1861, Lincoln ordered his officers 

not to return fugitive slaves belonging to rebels, and instead 

to use them as laborers in the Army. As a result, tens of 

thousands of blacks were put to work in construction 
C(hd Sff1Y'l~ . 

agriculturenfor the Union Army, and as their numbers grew, 

they became more and mDre central to the functioning and day ., 
I.n 

survival of the Army. As time went on, the Army, on its own 

initiative, went further than Lincoln had directed in its use 

of black volunteers. Some commanders avoided sticky technical 

questions of ownership by declaring all fugitive slaves in 

their lines to be "war contraband ... 42 Along with the new pol-

icy came minimal measures to help insure that the "contrabands" 

survived, if only at poverty level. Refugee bureaus were es-

tablished throughout the Union held territory, and in some 

areas. lan:4 was provided for fugitive slaves where the rebel 

owners hadn't paid taxes and where the land had not yet been 

successfully auctioned off by the Government. 43 

Finally, with the growing shortages of white reinforce

ments, fugitive slaves began to be informally inducted into 

the Army. In the Spring of 1862, General Hunter established 

the first black regiment of the Army in coastal South Carolina, 

in response to the extreme shortage of white troops. Although 

Hunter's black regiment was met with ridicule from Democrats 

and Republicans alike, the pressing need for black soldiers 

was a predictable consequence of the war, and had the effect 

of pushing the cause of formal emancipation further ahead. 
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For once black fugitive slaves had been used for some military 

purposes, 

Another step was logical and inevitable. The 
men who handled a spade for the Northern armies, 
the man who fed them, and as spies brought in 
information, could also handle a gun and shoot. 
Without legal authority and in s~!te of it sudd
enly the Negro became a soldier~ 

As time went on, and particularly as black soldiers dem-
' 

onstrated their growing reputation as the fiercest troops in 

the Union forces, more and more commanders pressed Washington 

for permission to raise black units. 4.5 

Pressures for Emancipatiofl 

Official policy on the relation of blacks to thewar 

and toward emancipation itself generally tailed what was al

ready in effect in the field, and Congress and the abolitionists 

proceeded to drag Lincoln along with them in what they consid

ered to be necessary measures of war. On August 6, 1861, 

the first Confiscation Act was passed, allowing freedom for 

those slaves employed directly in the Confederate war effort. 

In April 1862, the Congress proposed a bill to abolish slavery 

in Washington D.C., a measure Lincoln supported only after 

adding an amendment guaranteeing a maximum compensation per 

slave of $)00., and providing for removal and colonization to 

other countries for freed blacks. Lincoln went even further on 

this occasion by .insisting that the Government continue to 

enforce the fugitive slave laws in Washington. Soon after, 

Lincoln fired General Wadsworth for arresting the U.S. Marshall 

of Washington who had jailed a number of blacks for repatri-
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ation to their masters, based on thE3 18.50 Fugitive Slave 

Act(which itself was repealed only in 1864). In June, 

Lincoln hesitatingly signed a bill for Territorial Eman

cipation whiCh provided no compensation to former slave-

owners. The next month, Congress passed the Second Confis-

cation Act~ which provided nfreedom forever" for slaves of 

rebel masters, and the same day Lincoln signed an act freeing 

any black man (and his family) who would fight in the Army. 46 

In March 1862, Lincoln had, on his own initiative~ sent 

a bill to Congress which advocated voluntary, gradual abolition 

at the discretion of the loyal slave states, backed up with 

federally funded compensation for the owners. At Lincoln's 

insistence, the bill was passed~ though as a means to free 

slaves, it remained as thoroughly ineffective as all schemes 

for voluntary emancipation had been. 47 

However, half-hearted measures for voluntary and compen

sated emancipation in the loyal slave states, and even the 

wider Confiscations Acts; were not going to pull the Union out 

of what was increasingly becoming a dangerous crisis. On every 

side it appeared that the Union was headed for defeat unless 

drastic measures were to be taken. It was in this context that 

Lincoln began to seriously examine the policy of emancipation. 48 

The elements of the crisis are not hard to identify. The 

support of the Border States, so important to Lincoln~s war 

strategy, was waverin~. The war itself.was going badly with 

leading generals floundering under the pressure of defeat, and 

serious questions were being raised as to the competence of the 
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ranking officers. The First Battle of Bull Run had been a major 

setback for the Union, and events had tended to go downhill 

from there. More recently, General McClellan had occupied 

himself for months with botching up the vital capture of the 

Confederate capital at Richmond, Virginia~ despite his possession 

of superior numbers. In short, the military strategy of the 

Union was not moving ahead anywhere. 49 The obvious paradox 

of the sit4ation,was that the North had only reluctantly begun 

to tap the vast power of black slaves. despite the fact that 

the war had unintentionally led to large numbers of blacks 

freeing and volunteering themselves to the Northern forces. As 

Du Bois explains, the •_• ••• the truth was not simply that Negroes 

ought to be free; it was that thousands of them were already 

free, and that either the power which slaves put into the hands 

of the South was to be taken from it, or the North could not 

win the war."50 Even the large numbers of liberated slaves only 

hinted at the potential power of the entire slave population in 

determining a Union victory. 

This slow, stubborn mutiny of the Negro slave was 
not merely a matter of 200,000 black soldiers and 
perhaps JOO,OOO other black laborers, servants, 
spies and helpers. Back of this half million stood 
Jt million more. Without their labor the South 
would starve. With arms in their hands, Negroes 
would form a fighting force which could replace 
every single Northern white soldier fighting list51 lessly with a black man fighting for his freedom. 

As for leaving slavery untouched, could there ever have 

been a path that might avoid its destruction, given the fury 

and the most powerful war yet seen between two opposing social 

and economic systems? It was becoming increasingly clear to 
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many that "freedom for the slave was the logical result of 

a crazy attempt to wage war in the midst of four million black 

slaves, and trying the while sublimely to ignore the interests 

of those slaves in the outcome of the fighting.u.5 2 

Another major pressure for emancipation was the growing 

role of Britain ln providing arms and ships for the South, 

as well as the primary market for whatever Southern cotton 

could make its way through the Union blockade. The British 

ruling class was hostile to the Union well before the war be

cause it viewed the Northern economy as a direct and growing 

threat to British manufacturing and commerce, particularly in 

relation to trade with the South. Although the Union had the 

earnest support of large numbers of abolitionist-minded British 

workers, who remained faithful despite the hardships they 

suffered resulting from the cotton blockade, the British ruling 

class maintained an openly pro-Confederate position. It was 

easy for this class to support the South because they could 

conveniently point to the fact that the North had declared time 

and again that the destruction of slavery was not the goal of 

the war. As a result of the attitude of the British upper classes 

and Government, and despite formal British "neutrality," relations 

between the u.s. and Britain had deteriorated almost totally 

during the war. Now, the British Government was seriously and 

openly considering diplomatic recognition of the Confederacy, 

a course that could give an incredible material and moral boost 

to the Southg and which could easily lead to war with the North.53 

It was crucial that Lincoln do something to counter the 
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British threat, whichJ unless immediately dealt with, would 

mean disaster for the Union.54 The solution to the situation 

lay in the emancipation of black slaves~ as "the position of 

the Negro was strategic. His was the only appeal which could 

bring sympathy from Europe and prevent recognition of a South

ern nation built on slavery."55 

The political situation.at home was also progressively 

deteriorating. Enemies were still enemies~ and as the Union 3 s 

crisis.\dee.pened, even friends were becoming shaky. The abol

itions,/while generally supportive of Lincoln, were disgusted 
j 
I 

and f.u~ious with him since the start of the war over his re-

fusal to make emancipation a central focus of the war. As 

they saw it, wasn't~ in reality, the question of slavery what 

the war should be all about? 56 Frederick Douglass declared 

bitterly that the war had not become a fight for freedom, but 

instead was fought 

in the interests of slavery on both sides. The 
South was fighting to take slavery out of the Union, 
and the North fighting to keep it in the Union; 
the South fighting to get it beyond the limits of 
the United States Constitution, and the North fight
ing for the old guarantees; -- bo5~ dispising the 
Negro, both insulting the Negro. 11 

Many abolitionists agreed with Thaddeus Stevens when he 

complained, as late as the beginning of September 1862, that 

no one in the Government seemed to have the moral courage to 

take the necessary steps to abolish slavery.58 

The abolitionists were also the first to see that the 

Lincoln policy was disasterous on military grounds. Here were 

hundreds of thousands of slaves and free blacks volunteering 
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to help defeat the South, with the potential of millions of 

others behind them, ycf Lincoln was refusing to embrace them 

in any way. Karl Marx, then active in the abolitionist movement 

in the British working class, raged that, "thanks to the slaves~ 

who perform all productive labors, the entire manhood of the 

South that is fit can be led into the field1".59 Radical abol-

itionists were becoming more outraged as time went on, and 

had started to organize pressure on Lincoln to reverse his 

policy of leaving slavery intact, and some nbegan to wonder if 

they had supported the wrong candidate in Lincoln." 60 In 

May 1861, Douglass appealed to Lincoln for an emancipation proc

lamation and for arming the black population, slave and free, 

to end the war. In July, immediately following the Union defeat 

at the First Battle of Bull Run, Charles Sumner urged Lincoln 

to declare emancipation. Religious groups, and even some bus-

iness delegations urged that the power of slaves be used to 

undercut the South and end the war. 61 The pressure brought on 

Lincoln by abolitionists reached the point where, according 

to the Unitarian clergyman Monroe Conway, "the mere mention of 

the Negro made the President nervous."62 

Lincoln had refused them all. He replied that he doubted 

the legality of outright emancipation of slaves, particularly 

without compensation to their owners. Besidest it was not 

within his powers, he added, to declare an emancipation policy. 

Lincoln's old fears about free blacks led him to again declare 

that he didn 8 t believe that free blacks and whites could live 

together peacefully. On a less lofty plane, Lincoln questioned 
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how the Border States, just barely supporting the North, would 

react. What would be the sentiment in the Army? In addition, 

what would the world think of a proclamation which Lincoln didn't 

have the power to enforce in the areas which it was meant to 

affect?63 Not the least of Lincoln's concerns was what would 

be done with all the free blacks. This had been in Lincolnis 

mind since well before the war, and Frederick Douglassws 

answer to "let them take care of themselves as others do," was 

not a scenario that the President could envision. 64 Simply 

stated, the abolition of slavery was in no way an objective 

for Abraham Lincoln. In reply to Horace Greely~s "Plea of 

Twenty Million" of August 25, 1862, Lincoln wrote: 

My paramount object in this struggle is to save 
the Union, and it is not either to save or to 
destroy slavery. If r-could save the Union without 
freeing ~m£· s·lave I would do it, and if I could 
save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it ... 
What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I 65 do because I believe it helps to save the Union ••. 

Nevertheless 8 abolitionist pressure, and the general 

course of events was having its effect on a wider spectrum 

of Northern public opinion. The South was obviously not going 

to come back to the Union on its own, slavery or no slavery. 

Massive desertions and opposition from whites to serve in the 

war resulted in. extra pressure on Lincoln to utilize the black 

population. Many now saw that 11 either the Negroes were to be 

allowed to fight, or the draft itself would not bring enough 

white men into the army to keep up the war." 66 The work of 

abolitionists had not been in vain; they were largely responsible 

for changing the nature of the war. As Lincoln later told the 
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Military Governor of North Carolina in September 1862: 

The President declared that the Proclamation had 
become a civil necessity to prevent the radicals 
from embarassing the government in the conduct of 
the War. The Proclamation thus became an im~~rtant 
ingredient in the formula to save the Union. 

Preliminary Proclamation 

All in all, it is not hard to see how Lincoln finally 

came to the conclusion in the Spring of 1862 that 

Things had gone from bad to worse, until I felt 
that we had reached the end of our rope on the 
plan of operations we had been pursuing; that 
we had played our last card, and must change our 
tactics, or lose the game. I now determ~~ed upon 
the adoption of the emancipation policy. 

With this understanding, Lincoln produced the first draft 

of a Presidential order in March 1862~ whose stated purpose 

was "to end the war," though at this point, Lincoln still ex

cluded a provision for black enlistment into the Army. At 

first, Lincoln kept his draft a secret while debating with 

one or two close advisors on the advisability and timing of 

such a proclamation. On July lOth, Lincoln confided to a wider 

group of advisors that he "had dwealt earnestly on the gravity, 

said he had given it much thought and had about come to the 

conclusion that it was a military necessity absolutely essential 

for the salvation of the Union. that we must free the slaves 

or be ourselves subdued.u 69 The military reverses suffered by 

the Union Army at Richmond led Lincoln finally to bring his 

draft proclamation to the Cabinet for discussion on July 22. 

The Cabinet agreed that the time might be growing near for em-

ancipation as 
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The reverses before Richmond and the formidable 
power and dimensions of .the rebellion were fore ing 
the administration to adopt extraordinary measures 
to restore the Union~ The proposed emancipation 
of the slaves 7~ell into the category of extraordin
ary measures. 

However, while the Cabinet tended to agree in principle 

that emancipation might be correct, it convinced Lincoln that 

it would be a major blunder to announce it on the heels of a 

Union defeat, lest it appear that emancipation was a futile 

and desperate gesture of a defeated government on the run. It 

would be much better to await a Union victory, and then use it 

as a signal to issue the Proclamation. Until then~ the plan 

would have to wait, and the Proclamation remain a secret. 

The Second Battle of Bull Run in August again ended in 

defeat for the Union. Now, Washington was once more in danger 

from, Lee's forces who had crossed the Patomac into Maryland. 

Finally, on September 17, McClellan pushed Lee back in a costly 

victory at Antietam, and Lincoln took advantage of the situation 

to act.7 1 On September 22~ he announced that unless the Southern 

states re-entered the Union by January 1, 1863, all slaves held 

in disloyal areas still held by the Confederacy would be dec-

lared free. Slaves in loyal territory, or in areas under Union 

control would not be included in the order. Lincoln stated that 

the Preliminary ·Emancipation Proclamation was issued on the 

authority of his war powers as President and Commander-in-Chief 

"for the purpose of hastening the end of the war."72 In addition, 

the Proclamation warned that no slaves would be returned under 

the fugitive slave laws after January 1, though the Government 
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would compensate loyal owners for any losses suffered as a 

result of this policy.73 

The reaction to the Preliminary Proclamation was mixed. 

For obvious reasons, the most elated were the black populations, 

both slave and free, who for the first time could see the 

government taking major steps toward permanent abolition for 

large numbers of slaves. It is estimated that the vast maj

ority of slaves learned of. the Preliminary Proclamation by the 

end of September, primarily throught their own grapevine since 

many slaveowners carefully tried to conceal the news. The 

effect on the slaves was electrifying. More than ever before, 

slaves proceeded to desert the plantations and those remaining 

tended to act as they pleased, many ignoring the January 1 

starting line, as well as the geographical limitations pro

scribed by Lincoln.74 

The reaction in the North was more positive than ever 

before. The war had changed the minds of many Northerners who 

had previously opposed emancipation, and Lincoln received 

support from sympathetic newspapers, capitalists and twelve 

loyal state governors, among others. The Nation@:l Republica!) 

of September 23 correctly identified the proclamation as key 

to the war effort: 

This Proclamation is the beginning of the end~ or 
rather it is the end ..• The Proclamation will be 
received by the loyal states with a perfect forore 
of acclamation. It will lose the President a few 
latter-day friends, who did not profess to become 
such until after the election ... But it will restore 
to the President all his old friends, and unite 
in one solid and impregnable mass in support of 
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the Union and the Constitution .•. u76 

However, not everyone was as jubilant. Lincoln was crit

icized shrply by sections of the Democratic Party, various 

hostile members of Congress, and certain members of the Army.77 

Needless to say, the Confederates were nearly hysterical. Though 

Southern defenders denied that the Proclamation would have 

any effect on their u loyal slaves," one newspap~'ftummed up 

what must have lay beneath the veneer when it /~hrea~p. that 

the Preliminary Proclamation was "a call for the insJrrection 

of four million slaves, and the inauguration of a reign of hell 

upon earth!u 78 

The reaction in Europe and in Britain in particular, was 

not all that Lincoln had hoped for. While the strong abolitionist 

tendencies in the British working class cheered the announcement, 

the ruling class remained intent on hostility towards the North. 

The obvious moral contradictions of the Proclamation itself lent 

ample ammunition to the official British reaction. As the 

Manchester Guardian pointed out, the Proclamation was a dubious 

commitment to the cause of emancipation, 

seeing that the privilege of holding fellow creatures 
in ·bondage which is to be penally abolished in the 
contumacious states is to be reserved with fresh 
assurance and guarantees, as a reward for the ob
sequious fide7~ty of those which consent to adhere 
to the union. 

The British Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston~ called the 

Proclamation."a singular manifesto that could scarcely be treat

ed seriously. It is not easy to estimate how utterly powerless 

and contemptible a government must have become which could sanction 
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"th 't 1 h t h »
80 w1 1 s approva sue ... rae . 

Lincoln also faced criticism at home from the left. Ab-

olitionists had long complained of Lincoln's tortured, hesitant 

and qualified path toward abolition. While abolitionists now 

viewed the Prelimina~y Proclamation as a step in the right 

direction, many were greatly disappointed at the limited nature 

of the actual document. The Proclamation ~imited freedom to 

those outside the actual control of the Government~ while, on 

paper at least, leaving those in Union held territory en-

slaved. In addition, those slaves eligable under the Proclamation 

were not to be freed on moral grounds which would set a clear 

precedent against slavery in the United States, but simply on 

the grounds of "military necessity." Perhaps worst of all, 

what if the war in one or more of the slave states should end 

before the January 1 deadline? Would that exempt slaves in 

some or all of those areas from ~laiming their freedom? 81 Ab

olitionists were also upset that, even while Lincoln moved 

cautiously toward emancipation, he continued to regard a society 

of free blacks and whites as an impossibility. To a group of 

blacks in August 1862, he had advocated that blacks be colonized 

to Central America since 

Whether it is right or wrong I need not discuss, 
but this physical difference is a great disadvan
tage to us both, as I think your race suffer very 
greatly, many of them by living with us, while 
ours suffer from your presence. In a word we 
suffer on each side. If this be admitted, it aff-82 ords a reason at least why we should be separated. 

To make this dream of colonization a reality, Lincoln had 

proposed in July that $! million be set aside to colonize slaves 
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who might be freed due to the disloyalty of their masters. 

As Franklin explains, "Compensation and colonization were 

thus to dominate the Presidentws thinking as he moved halting

ly toward a policy of emancipation." 83 f"~urthermore, it was 

a hope that was to remain in Lincoln's mind until the end of 

the war. Yet, this hope of colonization for free blacks had 

been finally rejected by abolitionists some thirty-odd years 

before as hopelessly reactionary, ~nd had since that time been 

proposed primarily by Southern slaveholders who regarded free 

blacks as an irritation and meance to the smooth operation of 

slavery. Therefore, although abolitionists welcome the Preliminary 

Proclamation, it was, in a wide range of respects~ not what 

they had in mind. Franklin points out that 11 outright emanci

pation of all the slaves, without compensation or colonization 

and without apologies for it as a military necessity~ was what 

the abolitionists wanted ••• 1184 

Despite a good deal of support for the Preliminary 

Proclamtion, Lincoln became increasingly nervous about criticism 

of the scheme in the final months of 1862. There developed 

serious doubts in the minds of many on whether Lincoln would 

actually go through with the Proclamation on January 1; doubts 

at least partly fed by Lincoln himself. In a speech on December 

1, Lincoln went out of his way to reiterate his desire for a 

plan to colonize in other countries many of the blacks to be 

freed by the Proclamation and for compensation to loyal masters 

"unjustlyu deprived of their property. 8.5 Lincoln's hesitation 

was real, but the forces pushing for emancipation had not relented 1 
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and if anything had gotten stronger. The final push came in 

the form of a Union military defeat. Franklin explains that 

If anything convinced him in late December that 
he should go through with issuing the final Proc
lamation, it was the ignominious defeat of the 
Union forces a:t Fredericksburg L_December 186y. 
Something needed to be done. Perh~gs the Emancipation 
Proclamation would turn the trick. 

Ema~ci~atiQn_Proclamation 

On January 1, 186), Lincoln issued the final version 

of the Emancipation Proclamation. The document was much like 

the Preliminary Proclamtion. It contained no indictment of 

slavery whatsoever, and instead declared again that the Proc

lamation was issued as a military necessity to preserve the 

Union. The Proclamation still limited emancipation to those 

slaves in rebel-held territory. 87 One important difference 

was that, for the first time, the Proclamation called for black 

volunteers for the Army. Lincoln had finally learned the lesson 

that black troops were key to the war. In defense of that rec

ognition, Lincoln~~allenged any opposition to "abandon all 

the posts now garisoned by black men; take two hundred+housand 

men from our side and put them in the battlefield or cornfield 

against us, and we would be compelled to abandon the war in 

three weeks. "88 

The reaction in the North was, on the whole, supportive. 

More than ever, large sections of the Northern population accep

ted the need for an emancipation policy and for the use of 

black troops in the fighting. An additional moral fervor had 

been added to the war which helped to bolster Northern opinion, 
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despite Lincoln's assurances that his action wasn 8 t based on 

concern for the slaves~9 

In Europe, support for the Proclamation was widespread. 

The British working class, despite the continuing economic 

hardship caused by the blockade of Southern cotton, was estatic. 

Messages of continued support drafted by Marx were endorsed 

by working class meetings in London and Manchester and sent to 

Lincoln.9° As far as the British ruling class went, the war 

was "invested with sanctity and England was morally bound to 

hold aloof from the Confederacy ••. 11 Public opinion swung towards 

the North in France, Belguim, Spain, Italy and Russia. 9l 

The abolitionists still had important criticisms of 

the Proclamation. William H. Seward complained that, far from 

a moral condemnation of slavery& "the principle is not that 

a human being cannot justly own another., but that he cannot 

own him unless he is loyal to the United States." Some abol

itionists raised the fact that blacks were not being provided 

with any of the economic riches that they had been responsible 

for producing.92 However, by this time, it was becoming clear 

to abolitionists that, despite the formal limits of the Eman-

cipation Proclamation, the act would change more than it had 

been intended to. Douglass took it "for a little more than it 

purportedw and saw in its spirit a life and power far beyond 

its letter. Its meaning to me was the entire abolition of 

slavery, and I saw that its moral power would extend much further."93 

Douglass was right. Like the rest of the population, slaves 

took the Proclamation at more than its face value. As Franklin 
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If Lincoln made a clear distinction in the Proc
lamation between loyal and rebel states, the slaves 
themselves did not follow his reasoning. In the 
same way that slaves in rebel states did not wait 
until January 1 to see if they were free, slaves 
in border states seemed to ignore the fact that . 
the Proclamation would not apply to them in any case.94 

Not only did vast numbers of slaves proceed to leave the 

plantations for the Northern forces, but relations in the South 

among those slaves and masters remaining changed even more rad-

ically than before. The Richmond Enquirer reported that upon 

learning of his freedom, a coachman 

went straightly to his master's chamber, dressed 
himself in his Lthe master'~ best clothes~ put 
on his best watch and chain, took his stick, and 
returning to the parlor where his master was, in
solently informed him th~t he might for the fut
ure drive his own coach. 5 

For all the limits of the actual Proclamation, and despite 

the fact that the document sanctioned what had to a large degree 

already occurred due to the actions of black slaves themselves, 

the effect on slavery was revolutionary. Franklin accurately 

writes that 

Slavery, in or out of the Confederacy, could not 
possibly have survived the Emancipation Proclamation. 
Slaves themselves, already restive under their yoke 
and walking off the plantation in many places, were 
greatly encouraged upon learning that Lincoln w~~ted 
them to be free. They proceeded to oblige him. 

As far as the war was concernedt the use of black soldiers 

had guaranteed the victory of the North. Lincoln later said 

that many of his generals believed that 

the emancipation policy, and the use of colored troops 
constitute the heaviest blow yet dealt to the rebell
ion; and that, at least one of those important suc
cesses, could not have been achieved when it was, 
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but for the aid of black soldiers.97 

Given that black soldiers participated in well over 400 

battles, it can probably be safely assumed that Lincoln and 

his generals underestimated the number of times that important 

successes were made possible by black troops. 

Conclusion 

The Emancipation Proclamation was a revolutionary act. 

Yet, it had taken a year and a half of bitter defeats in the 

war, threats from Europe, massive pressure from abolitionists 

and sections of the Army~ and, perhaps most importantly, by 

the self-liberation of hundreds of thousands of black slaves, 

to make Lincoln bring himself to a task that he had opposed 

all his life~ the enforced destruction of slavery. And Lincoln 

was the first to admit that this was true: "I claim not to 

have controlled events but. confess plainly that events have 

controlled me." 98 
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