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victory before bring the document forth. Two
months later, on September 22, 1862, following a
victory at Antietam, the president signed the
preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, formally
alerting the Confederate States of America of his
intention to free all persons held as slaves within the
rebellious states. One hundred days later, with the
Confederacy still in full rebellion, President
Abraham Lincoln issued the final Emancipation
Proclamation to take effect on January 1, 1863.

The signals had been mounting for months.
On April 16, 1862, word traveled that the District of
Columbia’'s 3,100 slaves had been freed by
Congress—and their owners compensated by the
federal government. That July, Congress passed the
Second Confiscation Act, which permitted the
Union Army to enlist black soldiers and forbade the
capture of runaway slaves.

The proclamation managed to destabilize
slavery even where it technically remained legal. In
Missouri and Tennessee, areas exempted from the
Emancipation Proclamation, slaves deserted
plantations en masse. By January 1864, one Union
general declared that slavery was “virtually dead in
Tennessee” (Guelzo p. 215).

President Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation did not free enslaved persons in
Tennessee or in any other state of the Union or the
Confederate States of America. Lincoln specifically
exempted Tennessee from the Emancipation
Proclamation at the request of Governor Andrew
Johnson and other state leaders because the state
was not under Confederate control in the fall of
1962—it was under the control of the Union Army
and Military Governor Johnson. However, the
Proclamation was important because it unreservedly
sanction the principal of freedom. Enslaved men,
women, and children in the state of Tennessee were
freed by statewide election on February 22, 1865.
Because the Emancipation was a wartime measure,
Congress decided that the U. S. Constitution needed
amending doing away with slavery for the last time.
The Thirteenth Amendment, which formally
abolished slavery in the United States, was passed
by the 38th Congress on January 31, 1865.
Tennessee ratified the amendment on April 7, 1865.
Twenty-seven of the thirty-six states ratified the
13th Amendment on December 6, 1865;

approximately ten months after Tennessee freed its
slaves by state law.

The impact of the Emancipation
Proclamation was immediate and decisive. It
changed the dynamic of the war by turning the
federal armies into agents of liberation and by
giving slaves a direct and vital interest in the defeat
of the South.

On May 17, 1962, the Rev. Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. delivered a manifesto reminiscent of
the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation to the White
House. Sent on the same day that the United States
Supreme Court rendered the unanimous Brown v.
Board of Education decision that outlawed
segregated racial public education, King’s proposal
was constructed as both a moral appeal and a legal
brief. The 64-page document called on President
John F. Kennedy to issue a “second Emancipation
Proclamation,” an executive order outlawing
segregation — just as President Abraham Lincoln
had done with slavery a century earlier.

A year later, during the American Civil
Rights movement of the 1960s Lyndon B. Johnson
invoked the Emancipation Proclamation holding it
up as a promise yet to be fully implemented.
Speaking from Gettysburg on May 30, 1963
(Memorial Day), at the centennial of the
Emancipation Proclamation, Vice President Johnson

* connected it directly with the ongoing Civil Rights

struggles of the time: "One hundred years ago, the
slave was freed. One hundred years later, the Negro
remains in bondage to the color of his skin... In this
hour, it is not our respective races which are at stake
--it is our nation. Let those who care for their
country come forward, North and South, white and
Negro, to lead the way through this moment of
challenge and decision.... Until justice is blind to
color, until education is unaware of race, until
opportunity is unconcerned with color of men's
skins, emancipation will be a proclamation but not a
fact. To the extent that the proclamation of
emancipation is not fulfilled in fact, to that extent
we shall have fallen short of assuring freedom to the
free."

Linda T. Wynn
Tennessee Historical Commission
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