
5 things you may not know about
Lincoln, slavery and emancipation

A portrait of Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) by photographer Alexander Gardner in 1865. Photo from the public domain. 

On September 22, 1862, Abraham Lincoln issued the first version of his Emancipation

Proclamation. It declared that all slaves in the breakaway Southern states would be emancipated,

or freed, on January 1, 1863. At the time, the Civil War had been raging for 17 months. Slavery

still existed across the South.

Lincoln later called the proclamation the most important act of his presidency. Yet, his reasons for

issuing it and his views on slavery may surprise you.
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Lincoln wasn’t an abolitionist.

Lincoln believed that slavery was wrong. However, for him there was one big problem: It was

allowed by the highest law in the land, the Constitution. In an 1854 speech, Lincoln laid out all the

reasons he was against slavery. Then he admitted he didn’t know exactly what should or could be

done to end it.

Unlike Lincoln, the anti-slavery crusaders known as abolitionists were very clear on what should

be done. Slavery should be immediately abolished, or ended completely, they declared. Freed

slaves should become fully equal members of society. Abolitionists didn’t care about the

Constitution. They saw it as unjustly protecting slavery and slave owners. 

Lincoln worked alongside the abolitionists, but he certainly was not one himself. Change would

have to be slow, Lincoln felt.

Lincoln didn’t believe blacks should have the same rights as whites.

Lincoln did not think blacks should have the same rights as whites. He made his position

completely clear during an 1858 debate with Stephen Douglas. At the time, Lincoln was running

against Douglas in the Illinois race for U.S. Senate. 

Lincoln declared that he was completely against making blacks and whites equal. He then went

on to say that he opposed blacks having the right to vote. He also did not believe they should be

allowed to serve on juries or in government. 

What Lincoln did believe was that blacks had the right to be free. He also believed they should be

paid for their labor. 

Lincoln’s views did change over time, however. On April 11, 1865, he gave a speech in which he

argued that highly educated blacks and any black man who had served the Union during the Civil

War should have the right to vote. The speech was his last before being killed.

Lincoln thought colonization could resolve the issue of slavery.

Lincoln believed colonization was the best way to deal with the problem of slavery. Colonization

was the idea that African-Americans should have the choice to leave the United States and settle

in Africa or a country like Haiti. 

Even as he was writing the Emancipation Proclamation, Lincoln still favored colonization. In

August of 1862, he invited a group of freed slaves to the White House. Lincoln hoped to win their

support for a colonization plan. There are major “differences” between the races, and most whites

do not like blacks, Lincoln told his guests. It would be “better for us both, therefore, to be

separated.” 
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Lincoln’s support of colonization deeply angered some black leaders and abolitionists. Both

groups argued that African-Americans were just as much native to America as whites. Therefore,

they deserved the same rights. But, some people thought colonization was a way for blacks to

escape racism in the U.S. 

Lincoln stopped pushing for colonization after issuing the Emancipation Proclamation. It seemed

too difficult to do.

Emancipation was a military policy.

Lincoln may have hated slavery, but he didn’t see the Civil War as a struggle to free the nation’s 4

million slaves. The important thing for him was to prevent the Union from splitting in two. 

However, by 1862 thousands of Southern slaves had escaped to the North. Lincoln soon realized

that emancipation would offer the North two advantages. It would further weaken the Confederacy

by encouraging still more slaves to flee. It would also provide the Union with many new troops if

the former slaves joined the Union army.

For both these reasons, Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation on September 22.

Cheering crowds soon gathered at the White House. “I can only trust in God I have made no

mistake,” the president told them.

The Emancipation Proclamation didn’t actually free all of the slaves.

The Emancipation Proclamation was issued as a military measure. Therefore, it didn’t apply to

states like Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky and Missouri. All these states had slaves, but they had

remained loyal to the Union. 

The proclamation also didn't apply to those parts of the Confederacy that were already under

Union control. Lincoln hoped this would win the support of whites in those states. 

Thus, the Emancipation Proclamation didn’t immediately free a single slave. It only covered the

Southern states currently fighting against the Union. Those states simply ignored the

proclamation.

Still, Lincoln’s proclamation had an enormous effect. It helped change his own views on slavery. It

also marked a turning point in the Civil War. 

By war’s end, 200,000 black men had fought on the Union side. Together they helped strike a

deathblow against slavery. Their courage and Lincoln's proclamation paved the way for slavery's

abolition by the 13th Amendment.
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