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“ yo u r d e l i v e r a n c e d r aw s n i g h ! ” :
o c t o be r 1 8 6 2

Frederick Douglass:
Emancipation Proclaimed
October 1862
On September 22, 1862, Abraham Lincoln issued the preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation, declaring that on January 1, 1863, all
slaves in territory still in rebellion would be free. Frederick Douglass
believed emancipation long overdue, yet his welcome for Lincoln’s
action was wholehearted. He published this analysis in his journal
Douglass’ Monthly.

EMANCIPATION PROCLAIMED
Common sense, the necessities of the war, to say nothing of
the dictation of justice and humanity have at last prevailed. We
shout for joy that we live to record this righteous decree.
Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, Commanderin-Chief of the army and navy, in his own peculiar, cautious,
forbearing and hesitating way, slow, but we hope sure, has, while
the loyal heart was near breaking with despair, proclaimed and
declared: “That on the First of January, in the Year of Our Lord
One Thousand, Eight Hundred and Sixty-three, All Persons Held
as Slaves Within Any State or Any Designated Part of a State,
The People Whereof Shall Then be in Rebellion Against the
United States, Shall be Thenceforward and Forever Free.” “Free
forever” oh! long enslaved millions, whose cries have so vexed
the air and sky, suffer on a few more days in sorrow, the hour
of your deliverance draws nigh! Oh! Ye millions of free and
loyal men who have earnestly sought to free your bleeding
country from the dreadful ravages of revolution and anarchy, lift
up now your voices with joy and thanksgiving for with freedom
to the slave will come peace and safety to your country. PresiDocument of the Month is part of an ongoing four-year public programming initiative,
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dent Lincoln has embraced in this proclamation the law of
Congress passed more than six months ago, prohibiting the
employment of any part of the army and naval forces of
the United States, to return fugitive slaves to their masters,
commanded all officers of the army and navy to respect and
obey its provisions. He has still further declared his intention
to urge upon the Legislature of all the slave States not in rebellion the immediate or gradual abolishment of slavery. But read
the proclamation for it is the most important of any to which
the President of the United States has ever signed his name.
Opinions will widely differ as to the practical effect of this
measure upon the war. All that class at the North who have
not lost their affection for slavery will regard the measure as
the very worst that could be devised, and as likely to lead to
endless mischief. All their plans for the future have been projected with a view to a reconstruction of the American Government upon the basis of compromise between slaveholding
and non-slaveholding States. The thought of a country unified
in sentiments, objects and ideas, has not entered into their
political calculations, and hence this newly declared policy of
the Government, which contemplates one glorious homogeneous people, doing away at a blow with the whole class of
compromisers and corrupters, will meet their stern opposition.
Will that opposition prevail? Will it lead the President to reconsider and retract? Not a word of it. Abraham Lincoln may
be slow, Abraham Lincoln may desire peace even at the price
of leaving our terrible national sore untouched, to fester on for
generations, but Abraham Lincoln is not the man to reconsider, retract and contradict words and purposes solemnly
proclaimed over his official signature.
The careful, and we think, the slothful deliberation which he
has observed in reaching this obvious policy, is a guarantee
against retraction. But even if the temper and spirit of the
President himself were other than what they are, events greater
than the President, events which have slowly wrung this proclamation from him may be relied on to carry him forward in
the same direction. To look back now would only load him
with heavier evils, while diminishing his ability, for overcoming
those with which he now has to contend. To recall his proclamation would only increase rebel pride, rebel sense of power
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and would be hailed as a direct admission of weakness on the
part of the Federal Government, while it would cause heaviness of heart and depression of national enthusiasm all over
the loyal North and West. No, Abraham Lincoln will take no
step backward. His word has gone out over the country and
the world, giving joy and gladness to the friends of freedom
and progress wherever those words are read, and he will stand
by them, and carry them out to the letter. If he has taught us
to confide in nothing else, he has taught us to confide in his
word. The want of Constitutional power, the want of military
power, the tendency of the measure to intensify Southern hate,
and to exasperate the rebels, the tendency to drive from him
all that class of Democrats at the North, whose loyalty has
been conditioned on his restoring the union as it was, slavery
and all, have all been considered, and he has taken his ground
notwithstanding. The President doubtless saw, as we see, that
it is not more absurd to talk about restoring the union, without
hurting slavery, than restoring the union without hurting the
rebels. As to exasperating the South, there can be no more in
the cup than the cup will hold, and that was full already. The
whole situation having been carefully scanned, before Mr.
Lincoln could be made to budge an inch, he will now stand his
ground. Border State influence, and the influence of half-loyal
men, have been exerted and have done their worst. The end of
these two influences is implied in this proclamation. Hereafter,
the inspiration as well as the men and the money for carrying
on the war will come from the North, and not from half-loyal
border States.
The effect of this paper upon the disposition of Europe will
be great and increasing. It changes the character of the war in
European eyes and gives it an important principle as an object,
instead of national pride and interest. It recognizes and declares the real nature of the contest, and places the North on
the side of justice and civilization, and the rebels on the side of
robbery and barbarism. It will disarm all purpose on the part
of European Government to intervene in favor of the rebels and
thus cast off at a blow one source of rebel power. All through
the war thus far, the rebel ambassadors in foreign countries
have been able to silence all expression of sympathy with the
North as to slavery. With much more than a show of truth,
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they said that the Federal Government, no more than the Confederate Government, contemplated the abolition of slavery.
But will not this measure be frowned upon by our officers
and men in the field? We have heard of many thousands who
have resolved that they will throw up their commissions and
lay down their arms, just so soon as they are required to carry
on a war against slavery. Making all allowances for exaggeration there are doubtless far too many of this sort in the loyal
army. Putting this kind of loyalty and patriotism to the test,
will be one of the best collateral effects of the measure. Any
man who leaves the field on such a ground will be an argument
in favor of the proclamation, and will prove that his heart has
been more with slavery than with his country. Let the army be
cleansed from all such proslavery vermin, and its health and
strength will be greatly improved. But there can be no reason
to fear the loss of many officers or men by resignation or desertion. We have no doubt that the measure was brought to the
attention of most of our leading Generals, and blind as some of
them have seemed to be in the earlier part of the war, most
of them have seen enough to convince them that there can be
no end to this war that does not end slavery. At any rate, we
may hope that for every pro-slavery man that shall start from
the ranks of our loyal army, there will be two anti-slavery men
to fill up the vacancy, and in this war one truly devoted to the
cause of Emancipation is worth two of the opposite sort.
Whether slavery will be abolished in the manner now proposed by President Lincoln, depends of course upon two conditions, the first specified and the second implied. The first is
that the slave States shall be in rebellion on and after the first
day of January 1863 and the second is we must have the ability
to put down that rebellion. About the first there can be very
little doubt. The South is thoroughly in earnest and confident.
It has staked everything upon the rebellion. Its experience thus
far in the field has rather increased its hopes of final success
than diminished them. Its armies now hold us at bay at all
points, and the war is confined to the border States slave and
free. If Richmond were in our hands and Virginia at our mercy,
the vast regions beyond would still remain to be subdued. But
the rebels confront us on the Potomac, the Ohio, and the
Mississippi. Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, and Virginia are in
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debate on the battlefields and their people are divided by the
line which separates treason from loyalty. In short we are yet,
after eighteen months of war, confined to the outer margin of
the rebellion. We have scarcely more than touched the surface
of the terrible evil. It has been raising large quantities of food
during the past summer. While the masters have been fighting
abroad, the slaves have been busy working at home to supply
them with the means of continuing the struggle. They will not
down at the bidding of this Proclamation, but may be safely
relied upon till January and long after January. A month or
two will put an end to general fighting for the winter. When
the leaves fall we shall hear again of bad roads, winter quarters
and spring campaigns. The South which has thus far withstood
our arms will not fall at once before our pens. All fears for the
abolition of slavery arising from this apprehension may be dismissed. Whoever, therefore, lives to see the first day of next
January, should Abraham Lincoln be then alive and President
of the United States, may confidently look in the morning papers for the final proclamation, granting freedom, and freedom
forever, to all slaves within the rebel States. On the next point
nothing need be said. We have full power to put down the rebellion. Unless one man is more than a match for four, unless
the South breeds braver and better men than the North, unless
slavery is more precious than liberty, unless a just cause kindles
a feebler enthusiasm than a wicked and villainous one, the men
of the loyal States will put down this rebellion and slavery, and
all the sooner will they put down that rebellion by coupling
slavery with that object. Tenderness towards slavery has been
the loyal weakness during the war. Fighting the slaveholders
with one hand and holding the slaves with the other, has been
fairly tried and has failed. We have now inaugurated a wiser
and better policy, a policy which is better for the loyal cause
than an hundred thousand armed men. The Star Spangled
Banner is now the harbinger of Liberty and the millions in bond
age, inured to hardships, accustomed to toil, ready to suffer,
ready to fight, to dare and to die, will rally under that banner
wherever they see it gloriously unfolded to the breeze. Now let
the Government go forward in its mission of Liberty as the
only condition of peace and union, by weeding out the army
and navy of all such officers as the late Col. Miles, whose
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s ympathies are now known to have been with the rebels. Let
only the men who assent heartily to the wisdom and the justice
of the anti-slavery policy of the Government be lifted into
command; let the black man have an arm as well as a heart in
this war, and the tide of battle which has thus far only waved
backward and forward, will steadily set in our favor. The rebellion suppressed, slavery abolished, and America will, higher
than ever, sit as a queen among the nations of the earth.
Now for the work. During the interval between now and
next January, let every friend of the long enslaved bondman
do his utmost in swelling the tide of anti-slavery sentiment, by
writing, speaking, money and example. Let our aim be to make
the North a unit in favor of the President’s policy, and see to it
that our voices and votes, shall forever extinguish that latent
and malignant sentiment at the North, which has from the first
cheered on the rebels in their atrocious crimes against the
union, and has systematically sought to paralyze the national
arm in striking down the slaveholding rebellion. We are ready
for this service or any other, in this, we trust the last struggle
with the monster slavery.

