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Who Freed the Slaves?

I f we were to 80 out on the streets of almost any town in America and ask the
question posed by the title of this [selection], probably nine out of ten respon-
dents would answer unhesitatingly, “Abraham Lincoln.” Most of them woulgd
cite the Emancipation Proclamation as the key document. Some of the more re.
flective and better informed respondents would add the Thirteenth Amendment
and point to Lincoln’s important role in its adoption. And a few Might qualify
their answer by noting that without Union military victory the Emancipation
Proclamation and Thirteenth Amendment would never have gone into effect,

same: Lincoln freed the slaves,

In recent years, though, this answer has been challenged as another ex-
ample of elitist history, of focusing only on the actions of great white males
and ignoring the actions of the overwhelming majority of the people, who also
make history. If we were to ask our question of professional historians, the
reply would be quite different, For one thing, it would not be simple or clear-
cut. Many of them would answer along the lines of “On the one hand... but
on the other....” They would speak of ambivalence, ambiguity, nuances, para-
dox, irony. They would point to Lincoln’s gradualism, his slow and apparently
reluctant decision for emancipation, his revocation of emancipation orders by
Generals John C. Frémont and David Hunter, his exemption of border states and
parts of the Confederacy from the Emancipation Proclamation, his statements
seemingly endorsing white Supremacy. They would say that the whole issue is
more complex than it appears—in other words many historians, as is their wont,
would not give a straight answer to the question.

But of those who did, a growing number would reply, as did a historian
speaking to the Civil War Institute at Gettysburg College in 1991: “THE SLAVES
FREED THEMSELVES.” They saw the Civi War as a potential war for abolition
well before Lincoln did. By flooding into Union military camps in the South,
they forced the issue of emancipation on the Lincoln administration. By creat-
ing a situation in which Northern officials would either have to return them
to slavery or acknowledge their freedom, these “contrabands,” as they came to
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be called, “acted resolutely to place their freedom—and that of their posterity
—on the wartime agenda.” Union officers, then Congress, and finally Lincoln
decided to confiscate this human property belonging to the enemy and put it
to work for the Union in the form of servants, teamsters, laborers, and even-
tually soldiers in Northern armies. Weighed in the scale of war, these 190,000
black soldiers and sailors (and probably a larger number of black army labor-
ers) tipped the balance in favor of Union victory. Even deep in the Confederate
interior remote from the fighting fronts, with the departure of masters and
overseers to the army, “leaving women and old men in charge, the balance of
power gradually shifted in favor of slaves, undermining slavery on farms and
plantations far from the line of battle.”

One of the leading exponents of the black self-emancipation thesis is the
historian and theologian Vincent Harding, whose book There Is a River: The
Black Struggle for Freedom in America has become almost a Bible for the ar-
gument. “While Lincoln continued to hesitate about the legal, constitutional,
moral, and military aspects of the matter,” Harding writes, “the relentless move-
ment of the self-liberated fugitives into the Union lines” soon "“approached
and surpassed every level of force previously known. ... Making themselves an
unavoidable military and political issue... this overwhelming human move-
ment... of self-freed men and women... took their freedom into their own
hands.” The Emancipation Proclamation, when it finally and belatedly came,
metely “confirmed and gave ambiguous legal standing to the freedom which
black people had already claimed through their own surging, living proclama-
tions.”

During the 1980s this self-emancipation theme achieved the status of or-
thodoxy among social historians. The largest scholarly enterprise on the history
of emancipation and the transition from a slave to a free society during the
Civil War era, the Freedmen and Southern Society project at the University of
Maryland, stamped its imprimatur on the interpretation. The slaves, wrote the
editors of this project, were “the prime movers in securing their own liberty.”
The Columbia University historian Barbara ]J. Fields gave wide publicity to this
thesis. On camera in the PBS television documentary The Civil War and in an
essay in the lavishly illustrated volume accompanying the series, she insisted
that “freedom did not come to the slaves from words on paper, either the words
of Congress or those of the President,” but “from the initiative of the slaves”
themselves. “It was they who taught the nation that it must place the abolition
of slavery at the head of its agenda. ... The slaves themselves had to make their
freedom real.”

Two important corollaries of the self-emancipation thesis are the argu-
ments, first, that Lincoln hindered more than he helped the cause, and second,
that the image of him as the Great Emancipator is a myth created by whites
to deprive blacks of credit for achieving their own freedom. This “reluctant
ally of black freedom,” wrote Vincent Harding, “played an actively conserva-
tive role in a situation which. .. needed to be pushed toward its most profound
revolutionary implications.” Lincoln repeatedly “placed the preservation of the
white Union above the death of black slavery”; even as late as August 1862,
when he wrote his famous letter to Horace Greeley stating that “if | could save
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the Union without freeing any slave, 1 would do it,” he was “still trapped jp,
his own obsession with saving the white Union at all costs, even the cost of
continued black slavery.” By exempting one-third of the South from the Emap.
cipation P’roclamation, wrote Barbara Fields, “Lincoln was more determined o
retain the goodwill of the slaveowners than to secure the liberty of the slaves »
Despite Lincoln, though, “no human being alive could have held back the tide
that swept toward freedom” by 1863.

Nevertheless, lamented Vincent Harding, “while the concrete historica)
realities of the time testified to the costly, daring, courageous activities of hun.
dreds of thousands of black people breaking loose from slavery and setting
themselves free, the myth gave the credit for this freedom to a white Repub.
lican president.” University of Pennsylvania historian Robert Engs goes even
farther; he thinks the “fAction” that “‘Massa Lincoln’ freed the slaves” was
sort of tacit conspiracy among whites to convince blacks that “white America,
personified by Abraham Lincoln, had given them their freedom [rather] than
allow them to realize the empowerment that their taking of it implied. The poor,
uneducated freedman fell for that masterful propaganda stroke, But so have
most of the rest of us, black and white, for over a century!”

How valid are these statements? First, we must recognize the considerable
degree of truth in the main thesis. By coming into Union lines, by withdraw-
ing their labor from Confederate owners, by working for the Union army and
fighting as soldiers in it, slaves did play an active part in achieving their own
freedom and, for that matter, in preserving the Union. Like workers, immi-
grants, women, and other nonelites, staves were neither passive victims nor
pawns of powerful white males who loom so large in our traditional image
of American history. They too played a part in determining their own destiny;
they too made a history that historians have finally discovered. That is all to the
good. But by challenging the “myth” that Lincoln freed the slaves, proponents
of the self-emancipation thesis are in danger of creating another myth—that he
had little to do with it. It may turn out, upon close examination, that the tra-
ditional answer to the question “Who Freed the Slaves?” is closer to being the
right answer than is the new and currently more fashionable answer,

First, one must ask what was the sine qua non of emancipation in the
1860s—the essential condition, the one thing without which it would not have
happened. The clear answer is the war. Without the Civil War there would
have been no confiscation act, no Emancipation Proclamation, no Thirteenth
Amendment (not to mention the Fourteenth and Fifteenth), certainly no self-
emancipation, and almost certainly no end of slavery for several more decades
at least. Slavery had existed in North America for more than two centuries be-
fore 1861, but except for a tiny fraction of slaves who fought in the Revolution,
or escaped, or bought their freedom, there had been no self-emancipation dur-
ing that time. Every slave insurrection or insurrection conspiracy failed in the
end. On the eve of the Civil War, plantation agriculture was more profitable,
slavery more entrenched, slave owners more prosperous, and the “slave power”
more dominant within the South if not in the nation at large than it had ever
been. Without the war, the door to freedom would have remained closed for an
indeterminate length of time.
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What brought the war and opened that door? The answer, of course, is
complex as well as controversial. A short and simplified summary is that seces-
sion and the refusal of the United States government to recognize the legitirnacy
of secession brought on the war. In both of these matters Abraham Lincoln
moves to center stage. Seven states seceded and formed the Confederacy be-
cause he won election to the presidency on an antislavery platform; four more
seceded after shooting broke out when he refused to evacuate Fort Sumter;.the
shooting escalated to full-scale war because he called out the troops to suppress
rebellion. The common denominator in all of the steps that opened the door
to freedom was the active agency of Abraham Lincoln as antislavery political
leader, president-elect, president, and commander in chief.

The statement quoted above, that Lincoln “placed the preservation of the
white Union above the death of black slavery,” while true in a narrow sense, is
highly misleading when shorn of its context. From 1854, when he returned to
politics, until nominated for president in 1860, the dominant, unifying theme
of Lincoln’s career was opposition to the expansion of slavery as the vital first
step toward placing it in the course of ultimate extinction. A student of Lin-
coln’s oratory has estimated that he gave 175 political speeches during those six
years. The “central message” of these speeches showed Lincoln to be a “one-
issue” man—the issue being slavery. Over and over again, Lincoln denounced
slavery as a “monstrous injustice,” “an unqualified evil to the negro, to the
white man, to the soil, and to the State.” He attacked his main political ri-
val, Stephen A. Douglas, for his “declared indifference” to the moral wrong of
slavery. Douglas “looks to no end of the institution of slavery,” said Lincoln.

That is the real issue. That is the issue that will continue in this country
when these poor tongues of judge Douglas and myself shall be silent. It is the
eternal struggle between these two principles—right and wrong—throughout
the world. ... One is the common right of humanity and the other the divine
right of kings. .. . No matter in what shape it comes, whether from the mouth
of a king who seeks to bestride the people of his own nation and live by the
fruit of their labor, or from one race of men as an apology for enslaving
another tace, it is the same tyrannical principle.

Southerners read Lincoln’s speeches; they knew by heart his words about
the house divided and the ultimate extinction of slavery. Lincoln’s election in
1860 was a sign that they had lost control of the national government; if they
remained in the Union, they feared that ultimate extinction of their way of life
would be their destiny. That is why they seceded. 1t was not merely Lincoln’s
election but his election as a principled opponent of slavery on moral grounds that
precipitated secession. Militant abolitionists critical of Lincoln for falling short
of their own standard nevertheless recognized this truth. No longer would the
slave power rule the nation, said Frederick Douglass. “Lincoln’s election has
vitiated their authority, and broken their power.” Without Lincoln’s election,
Southern states would not have seceded in 1861, the war would not have come
when and as it did, the door of emancipation would not have been opened
as it was. Here was an event that qualifies as a sine qua non, and it proceeded
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more from the ideas and agency of Abraham Lincoln than from any other single
cause,

But, we must ask, would not the election of any Republican in 1860 have
provoked secession? Probably not, if the candidate had been Edwarqg Bates—who
might conceivably have won the election but had no chance of winning the
nomination. Yes, almost certainly, if Wiiliam H. Seward had been the nominee,
Seward’s earlier talk of a “higher law” and an “itrepressible conflict” hag given
him a more radical reputation than Lincoln. But Seward might not have wop the
election. More to the point, if he had won, seven states would undoubtedly haye
seceded but Seward would have favored compromises and concessions to keep
others from going out and perhaps to lure those seven back in. Most important
of all, he would have evacuated Fort Sumter and thereby extinguished the Spark
that threatened to flame into war.

Stated to the people. Now we are told in advance, the government shall be brg-
ken up, unless we surrender to those we have beaten. ... |f we surrender, it js
the end of us, They will repeat the experiment upon us ad libitum, A year will

vision of the Constitution, Lincoln was willing to reassure the South. But on
the crucial issue of 1860, slavery in the territories, he refused to compromise,

ent course. This sheds a different light on the assertion that Lincoln “placed the
preservation of the white Unjon above the death of black slavery.” The Critten-
den Compromise did indeed Place preservation of the Union above the death of

It was indeed the rub. Even more than in his election to the presidency,
Lincoln’s refusal to compromise on the expansion of slavery or on Fort Sumter
proved decisive. If another person had been in his place, the course of history
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_and of emancipation—would have been different. Here again we have without

question a sine qua non.

It is quite true that once the war started, Lincoln moved more slowly
and apparently more reluctantly toward making it a war for emancipation
than black leaders, abolitionists, radical Republicans, and the slaves themselves
wanted him to move, He did reassure Southern whites that he had no intention
and no constitutional power to interfere with slavery in the states. In Septem-
per 1861 and May 1862 he revoked orders by Generals Frémont and Hunter
freeing the slaves of Confederates in their military districts. In December 1861
he forced 'Secretary of War Simon Cameron to delete from his annual report
a paragraph recommending the freeing and arming of slaves. And though Lin-
coln signed the confiscation acts of August 1861 and July 1862 that freed some
slaves owned by Confederates, this legislation did not come from his initiative.
Out in the field it was the slaves who escaped to Union lines and officers like
General Benjamin Butler who accepted them as “contraband of war” that took
the initiative.

All of this appears to support the thesis that slaves emancipated themselves
and that Lincoln’s image as emancipator is a myth. But let us take a closer look.
It seems clear today, as it did in 1861, that no matter how many thousands of
slaves came into Union lines, the ultimate fate of the millions who did not, as
well as the fate of the institution of slavery itself, depended on the outcome
of the war. If the North won, slavery would be weakened if not destroyed; if
the Confederacy won, slavery would survive and perhaps grow stronger from
the postwar territorial expansion of an independent and confident slave power.
Thus Lincoln’s emphasis on the priority of Union had positive implications
for emancipation, while precipitate or premature actions against slavery might
jeopardize the cause of Union and therefore boomerang in favor of slavery.

Lincoln's chief concern in 1861 was to maintain a united coalition of War
Democrats and border-state Unionists as well as Republicans in support of the
war effort. To do this he considered it essential to define the war as being waged
solely for Union, which united this coalition, and not a war against slavery,
which would fragment it. When General Frémont issued his emancipation edict
in Missouri on August 30, 1861, the political and military efforts to prevent
Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri from seceding and to cultivate Unionists in
western Virginia and eastern Tennessee were at a crucial stage, balancing on a
knife edge. To keep his fragile coalition from falling apart, therefore, Lincoln

rescinded Frémont's order.

Almost certainly this was the right decision at the time. Lincoln’s great-
est skills as a political leader were his sensitivity to public opinion and his
sense of timing. Within six months of his revocation of Frémont’s order, he
began moving toward a stronger antislavery position. During the spring and
early summer of 1862 he alternately coaxed and prodded border-state Union-
ists toward recognition of the inevitable escalation of the conflict into a war
against slavery and toward acceptance of his plan for compensated emancipa-
tion in their states. He warned them that the “friction and abrasion” of a war
that had by this time swept every institution into its maelstrom could not leave
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slavery untouched. But the border states remained deaf to Lincoln’s warnings:
and refused to consider his offer of federally compensated emancipation.

By July 1862, Lincoln turned a decisive corner toward abolition. He made
up his mind to issue an emancipation proclamation. Whereas a year earlier,
even three months earlier, Lincoln had believed that avoidance of such a drastic
step was necessary to maintain that knife-edge balance in the Union coali-
tion, things had now changed. The escalation of the war in scope and fury
had mobilized all the resources of both sides, including the slave labor force
of the Confederacy. The imminent prospect of Union victory in the spring had
been shredded by Robert E. Lee’s successful counteroffensives in the Seven
Days. The risks of alienating the border states and Northern Democrats, Lincoln
now believed, were outweighed by the opportunity to energize the Republican
majority and to mobilize part of the slave population for the cause of Union—
and freedom. When Lincoln told his cabinet on July 22, 1862, that he had de-
cided to issue an emancipation proclamation, Montgomery Blair, speaking for
the forces of conservatism in the North and border states, warned of the con-
sequences among these groups if he did so. But Lincoin was done conciliating
them. He had tried to make the border states see reason; now “we must make
the forward movement” without them. "They [will] acquiesce, if not immedi-
ately, soon.” As for the Northern Democrats, “their clubs would be used against
us take what course we might.”

Two years later, speaking to a visiting delegation of abolitionists, Lincoln
explained why he had moved more slowly against slavery than they had urged.
Having taken an oath to preserve and defend the Constitution, which protected
slavery, “I1 did not consider that 1 had a right to touch the ‘State’ institution of
‘Slavery’ until all other measures for restoring the Union had failed.... The
moment came when 1 felt that slavery must die that the nation might live!...
Many of my strongest supporters urged Emancipation before 1 thought it in-
dispensable, and, 1 may say, before 1 thought the country ready for it. It is my
conviction that, had the proclamation been issued even six months earlier than
it was, public sentiment would not have sustained it.”

Lincoln actually could have made a case that the country had not been
ready for the Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862, even in January
1863. Democratic gains in the Northern congressional elections of 1862 resulted
in part from a voter backlash against the preliminary Emancipation Procla-
mation. The morale crisis in Union armies and swelling Copperhead strength
during the winter of 1863 grew in part from a resentful conviction that Lin-
coln had unconstitutionally transformed the purpose of the war from restoring
the Union to freeing the slaves. Without question, this issue bitterly divided
the Northern people and threatened fatally to erode support for the war ef-
fort—the very consequence Lincoln had feared in 1861 and Montgomery Blair
had warned against in 1862. Not until after the twin military victories at Get-
tysburg and Vicksburg did this divisiveness diminish and emancipation gain a
clear mandate in the off-year elections of 1863. In his annual message of Decem-
ber 1863, Lincoln conceded that the Emancipation Proclamation a year earlier
had been “followed by dark and doubtful days.” But now, he added, “the crisis
which threatened to divide the friends of the Union is past.”
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Even that statement turned out to be premature and overoptimistic. In
the summer of 1864, Northern morale again plummeted and the emancipation
issue once more threatened to undermine the war effort. By August, Grant’s
campaign in Virginia had bogged down in the trenches after enormous casu-
alties. Sherman seemed similarly thwarted before Atlanta and smaller Union
armies elsewhere appeared to be accomplishing nothing. War weariness and
defeatism corroded the will of Northerners as they contemplated the staggering
cost of this conflict in the lives of their young men. Lincolnt came under enor-
mous pressure to open peace negotiations to end the slaughter. Even though
Jefferson Davis insisted that Confederate independence was his essential con-
dition for peace, Northern Democrats managed to convince many Northern
people that only Lincoln’s insistence on emancipation blocked peace. A typi-
cal Democratic newspaper editorial declared that “tens of thousands of white
men must yet bite the dust to allay the negro mania of the President.”

Even Republicans like Horace Greeley, who had criticized Lincoln two
years earlier for slowness to embrace emancipation, now criticized him for
refusing to abandon it as a precondition for negotiations. The Democratic na-
tional convention adopted a platform for the 1864 presidential election call-
ing for peace negotiations to restore the Union with slavery. Every political
observer, including Linceln himself, believed in August that the Republicans
would lose the election. The New York Times editor and Republican national
chairman Henry Raymond told Lincoln that “two special causes are assigned
{for] this great reaction in public sentiment,—the want of military success, and
the impression. .. that we can have peace with Union if we would... [but that
you are] fighting not for Union but for the abolition of slavery.”

The pressure on Lincoln to back down on emancipation caused him to
waver temporarily but not to buckle. Instead, he told weak-kneed Republicans
that “no human power can subdue this rebellion without using the Emancipa-
tion lever as | have done.” More than one hundred thousand black soldiers and
sailors were fighting for the Union, said Lincoln. They would not do so if they
thought the North intended to “betray them.... If they stake their lives for us
they must be prompted by the strongest motive... There have been men who
proposed to me to return to slavery the black warriors” who had fought for the
Union. “I should be damned in time & in eternity for so doing. The world shall
know that I will keep my faith to friends and enemies, come what will.”

When Lincoln said this, he fully expected to lose the election. In effect,
he was saying that he would rather be right than president. In many ways this
was his finest hour. As matters turned out, of course, he was both right and
president. Sherman’s capture of Atlanta, Sheridan’s victories in the Shenandoah
Valley, and military success elsewhere transformed the Northern mood from
deepest despair in August 1864 to determined confidence by November, and
Lincoln was triumphantly reelected. He won without compromising one inch
on the emancipation question.

It is instructive to consider two possible alternatives to this outcome. If
the Democrats had won, at best the Union would have been restored without
a Thirteenth Amendment; at worst the Confederacy would have achieved its
independence. In either case the institution of slavery would have survived.
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That this did not happen was owing more to the steadfast purpose of Abraham
Lincoln than to any other single factor.
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The proponents of the self-emancipation thesis, however, would avow that :.
all of this is irrelevant. If it is true, as Barbara Fields maintains, that by the time s:
of the Emancipation Proclamation “no human being alive could have held back n
the tide that swept toward freedom,” that tide must have been even stronger t
by the fall of 1864. But 1 disagree. The tide of freedom could have been swept t
back. On numerous.occasions during the war, it was. When Union forces moved -

through or were compelled to retreat from areas of the Confederacy where thejr Sc

behind them and reenslaved those who could not keep up with the advancing 3;
or retreating armies. Many of the thousands who did keep up with the Army th
of the Ohio when it was forced out of Alabama and Tennessee by the Confed- by
erate invasion of Kentucky in the fall of 1862 were seized and sold as slaves art

barrel of a gun. And who was the commander in chief that called these armies
into being, appointed their generals, and gave them direction and purpose?
There, indubitably, is our sine qua non,

But let us grant that once the war was carried into slave territory, no mat-
ter how it came out the ensuring “friction and abrasion”
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Regrettably, Lincoln did not live to see the final ratification of the Thir-
teenth Amendment. But if he had never lived, it seerns safe to say that we would
not have had a Thirteenth Amendment in 1863. In that sense, the traditional an-
swer to the question "Who Freed the Slaves?” is the right answer. Lincoln did
not accomplish this in the manner sometimes symbolically portrayed, breaking
the chains of helpless and passive bondsmen with the stroke of a pen by signing
the Emancipation Proclamation. But by pronouncing slavery a moral evil that
must come to an end and then winning the presidency in 1860, provoking the
South to secede, by refusing to compromise on the issue of slavery’'s expansion
or on Fort Sumter, by careful leadership and timing that kept a fragile Unionist
coalition together in the first year of war and committed it to emancipation in
the second, by refusing to compromise this policy once he had adopted it, and
by prosecuting the war to unconditional victory as commander in chief of an
army of liberation, Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves.
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The Blood-Red Ironies of God

Although the destruction of the oppressors God may not effect by the
oppressed, yet the Lord our God will surely bring other destructions upon
them—for not infrequently will he cause them to rise up against one
another, to be split and divided, and to oppress each other, and sometimes
to open hostilities with sword in hand.

— David Walker, 1829

On certain stark and bloody levels, a terrible irony seemed to be at work,
For those who interpreted the events of their own times through the wisdom
and anguish of the past, the guns of Charleston certainly sounded like the sig-
nal for the fulfillment of David Walker's radical prophecies. Here at last was
the coming of the righteous God in judgment, preparing to bring “destruc-
tions” upon America. Here was the divine culmination of the struggle toward
freedom and justice long waged by the oppressed black people. From such a
vantage point, the conflict now bursting out was the ultimate justification of
the costly freedom movement, a welcome vindication of the trust in Provi-
dence. And yet the war was not simply an ally. Like all wars, it brought with it
a train of demoralizing, destructive elements, deeply affecting even those per-
sons and causes which seemed to be its chief benefciaries. in the case of black
people, the guns broke in upon their freedom struggle at many levels, diverted
and diffused certain of its significant radical elements, and became a source
of profound confusion and disarray among its most committed forces. This
was especially the case where independent radical black struggle for justice and
self-determination was concerned. ...

When the war broke out, black men and women were convinced that it
had to destroy slavery. Especially in the North, this inner certainty flooded their
consciousness, buoyed up their hopes. Now it appeared that God was providing
a way out of the darkness of slavery and degradation, a way which would release
some of the frightening tension of the previous decade. Because they wanted
a way out so desperately, because it was hard to be driven by a fierce urgency,
fearsome to experience the personal honing in spite of one's own softer and
blunter ways, the children of Africa in America clutched at a solution which
would not cause them to be driven into the depths of radicalism. For they must

From Vincent Harding, There It a River The Black Struggle for Freedon: in America (Vintage Books,
1981). Copyright © 1981 by Vincent Harding. Reprinted by permission of Harcourt Brace & Com-
pany. Notes omitted
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have realized that the chances were good that they might not survive without
being seriously, unpredictably transformed. Therefore, when the guns began,
black people shunted aside the knowledge of certain fierce realities.

In that mood their men surged forward to volunteer for service in the
Union cause, repressing bitter memories. In spite of their misgivings, disre-
garding the fact that it was not the North which had initiated this righteous
war, they offered their bodies for the Northern cause, believing that it was—or
would be—the cause of black freedom. If the excited, forgetful young volunteers
sought justification, they could find it in the Anglo-African: "Talk as we may, we
are concernéd in this fight and our fate hangs upon its issues. The South must
be subjugated, or we shall be enslaved. In aiding the Federal government in
whatever way we can, we are aiding to secure our own liberty; for this war can
end only in the subjugation of the North or the South.” When hard pressed,
the journal, like the young men it encouraged, knew very well the nature of the
“liberty” they had found so far in the unsubjugated North, and the writer admit-
ted that the North was not consciously fighting for black rights. However, the
Anglo-African chose to see a power beyond the councils of the North: “Circum-
stances have been so arranged by the decrees of Providence, that in struggling
for their own nationality they are forced to defend our rights.” . ..

And what of the South? What of those sometimes God-obsessed black be-
lievers who had long lifted their cries for deliverance in songs and shouts, in
poetry filled with rich and vibrant images? Did they sense the coming of Moses
now? Was this finally the day of the delivering God, when he would set his
people free? Did they hear Nat Turner’s spirit speaking in the guns? Did they
believe he was cailing them to freedom through all the lines of skirmishers who
left their blood upon the leaves? Did they have any difficulty knowing which
of the white armies was Pharaoh’s?

The answers were as complex as life itself. In many parts of the nation and
the world there had been predictions that secession, disunion, and war would
lead to a massive black insurrection which would finally vindicate Turner and
Walker, and drown the South in blood. Such predictions were made without
knowledge of the profound racism and fear which pervaded the white North,
and certainly without awareness of the keen perceptions of black people in the
South. For most of the enslaved people knew their oppressors, and certainly re-
alized that such a black uprising would expose the presence of Pharaoh's armies
everywhere. To choose that path to freedom would surely unite the white North
and South more quickly than any other single development, making black men,
women, and children the enemy—the isolated, unprepared enemy. For anyone
who needed concrete evidence, Gen. George B. McClellan, the commander of
the Union’s Army of the Ohio, had supplied it in his “Proclamation to the peo-
ple of Western Virginia” on May 26, 1861: “Not only will we abstain from all
interferences with your slaves, but we will, with an iron hand, crush any attempt
at insurrection on their part.”

50, heeding their own intuitive political wisdom, the black masses con-
firmed in their actions certain words which had recently appeared in the
Anglo-African. Thomas Hamilton, the editor, had heard of Lincoln’s decision to
countermand an emancipation order issued by one of his most fervent Repub-
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lican generals, John C. Fremont, in Missouri. Hamilton predicted: “The forlorp
hope of insurrection among the slaves may as well be abandoned, They are tog
well informed and too wise to court destruction at the hands of the combined
Northern and Southern armies—for the man who had reduced back to Slavery
the slaves of rebels in Missouri would order the army of the United States to put
down a slave insurrection in Virginia or Georgia.” He was right, of course, apg
the enslaved population was also right. Therefore, instead of mass insurrection,
the Civil War created the context for a vast broadening and intensifying of the
self-liberating black movement which had developed prior to the war, Centra)
to this black freedom action, as always, was the continuing series of breaks with
the system of slavery, the denials of the system'’s power, the self-emancipation
of steadily increasing thousands of fugitives. Thus, wherever possible, black
people avoided the deadly prospects of massive, sustained confrontation, for
their ultimate objective was freedom, not martyrdom.

As the guns resounded across the Southern lands, the movement of black
folk out of slavery began to build. Quickly it approached and surpassed every
level of force previously known. Eventually the flood of fugitives amazed al] gh.-
servers and dismayed not a few, as it sent waves of men, women, and children
rushing into the camps of the Northern armies. In this overwhelming human
movement, black people of the South offered their own responses to the war,
to its conundrums and mysteries. Their action testified to their belief that de.
liverance was indeed coming through the war, but for thousands of them it was
not a deliverance to be bestowed by others. Rather it was to be independently
seized and transformed through all the courage, wisdom, and strength of their
waiting black lives.

This rapidly increasing movement of black runaways had been noted as
soon as the reality of Southern secession had been clearly established. Shortly
after the guns of April began to sound in Charleston harbor, large comparnies
of fugitives broke loose from Virginia and the Carolinas and moved toward
Richmond. Again, one day in Virginia in the spring of 1861, a black fugitive
appeared at the Unjon-held Fortress Monroe. Two days later eight more arrived,
the next day more than fifty, soon hundreds. The word spread throughout the
area: there was a “freedom fort,” as the fugitives called it, and within a short
time thousands were flooding toward it. Similarly, in Louisiana two families
waded six miles across a swamp, “spending two days and nights in mud and
water to their waists, their children clinging to their backs, and with nothing
to eat.” In Georgia, a woman with her twenty-two children and grandchildren
floated down the river on “a dilapidated flatboat” until she made contact with
the Union armies. In South Carolina, black folk floated to freedom on “basket
boats made out of reeds,” thus reviving an ancient African craft. A contempo-
rary source said of the black surge toward freedom in those frst two vears of
the war: “Many thousands of blacks of all ages, ragged, with no possessions,
except the bundles which they carried, had assembled at Norfolk, Hampton,
Alexandria and Washington. Others... in multitudes ... flocked north from
Tennessee, Kentucky, Arkansas, and Missouri.”

This was black struggle in the South as the guns roared, coming out of
loyal and disloyal states, creating their own liberty. This was the black move-
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ment toward a new history, a new life, a new beginning. W. E. B. Du Bois later
said, “The whole move was not dramatic or hysterical, rather it was like the
great unbroken swell of the ocean before it dashes on the reefs.” Yet there was
great drama as that flowing movement of courageous black men and women
and children sensed the movement of history, heard the voice of God, created
and signed their own emancipation proclamations, and seized the time. Their
God was moving and they moved with him.

And wherever this moving army of self-free men and women and children
went, wherever they stopped to wait and rest and eat and work, and watch the
movement of the armies in the fields and forests—in all these unlikely sanctuar-
ies, they sent up their poetry of freedom. Some of them were old songs, taking
on New meaning:

Thus said the Lord, Bold Moses said
Let my people go

If not I')l smite your first-born dead
Let my people go,

No more shall they in bondage toil
Let my people go.

But now there was no need to hide behind the stories of thousands of years gone
by, now it was clearly a song of black struggle, of deliverance for their own time
of need. Now the singers themselves understood more fully what they meant
when they sang again:

One of dese mornings, five o’'clock
Dis ole world gonna reel and rock,
Pharach’s Army got drownded

Oh, Mary, don’t you weep,

They were part of the drowning river. Qut there, overlooking the battlefields of
the South, they were the witnesses to the terrible truth of their own sons, to the
this-worldliness of their prayers and aspirations. Remembering that morning in
Chatleston harbor, who could say they were wrong? “Dis ole world gonna reel
and rock..."

Every day they came into the Northern lines, in every condition, in every
season of the year, in every state of health. Children came wandering, set in the
right direction by falling, dying parents who finally knew why they had lived
until then. Women came, stumbling and screaming, their wombs bursting with
the promise of new and free black life. Old folks who had lost all track of their
age, who knew only that they had once heard of a war against “the Redcoats,”
also came, some blind, some deaf, yet no less eager to taste a bit of that long-
anticipated freedom of their dreams. No more auction block, no more driver’'s
lash, many thousands gone.

This was the river of black struggle in the South, waiting for no one to
declare freedom for them, hearing only the declarations of God in the sound
of the guns, and moving.
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By land, by river, creating their own pilgrim armies and their own mogeg
of travel, they moved south as well as north, heading down to the Captured
areas of the coast of South Carolina, Frederick Douglass’s Monthly of February
1862 quoted the report of a New York Times correspondent in Port Royal: “gy.
erywhere [ find the same state of things existing; everywhere the blacks hurry
in droves to our lines; they crowd in small boats around our ships; they swarm
upon our decks; they hurry to our officers from the cotton houses of their mas.
ters, in an hour or two after our guns are fired.... | mean each statement |
make to be taken literally; it is not garnished for rhetorical effect.” As usual,
black people were prepared to take advantage of every disruption in the life of
the oppressing white community. When they heard the guns, they were ready,
grasping freedom with their own hands, walking to it, swimming to it, sailing
to it—determined that it should be theirs. By all these ways, defying masters,
patrols, Confederate soldiers, slowly, surely, they pressed themselves into the
central reality of the war,

... By the end of the spring of 1862, tens of thousands [of self-liberateg
fugitives) were camped out in whatever areas the Northern armies had occy.
picd, thereby making themselves an unavoidable military and political issye.
In Washington, D.C., the commander-in-chief of the Union armies had deve].
oped no serious plans for the channeling of the black river. Consequently, in
the confusion which all war engenders, his generals in the field made and car-

as the war dragged on and Northern whites lost some of their early enthusiasm,
many Union commanders saw the black men among them primarily as poten-
tial soldiers. Many of the black men were cager to fight, but Lincoln was still
not prepared to go that far.

Nevertheless, some Union commanders like Gen. David Hunter in South
Carolina were again issuing their own emancipation proclamations and be-
ginning to recruit black soldiers. In places like occupied New Orleans it was
the unmanageable and threatening movement of the blacks themselves which
placed additional pressures on the Union’s leader, Reports were pouring into
Washington which told not only of the flood of fugitives, but of black unrest
everywhere. Black men were literally fighting their way past the local police

warned that only Union bayonets prevented widespread black insurrection. (In
August 1862, to preserve order and satisfy his need for manpower, Butler him-
self had begun to recruit black troups in New Orleans, beginning with the
well-known Louisiana Native Guards.) The dark presence at the center of the
national conflict could no longer be denied. Lincoln’s armies were in the midst
of a surging movement of black people who were in effect freeing themselves
from slavery. His generals were at once desperate for the military resources
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represented by the so-called contrabands, and convinced that only through mil-
jtary discipline could this volatile, potentially revolutionary black element be
contained. As a result, before 1862 was over, black troops were being enlisted
to fight for their own freedom in both South Carolina and Louisiana.

In Washington, Congress was discussing its own plans for emancipation,
primarily as a weapon against the South, hoping to deprive the Confederacy
of a major source of human power and transfer it into Union hands. Their de-
bates and imminent action represented another critical focus of pressure on the
President. While Lincoln continued to hesitate about the legal, constitutional,
moral, and military aspects of the matter, he was also being constantly attacked
in the North for his conduct of the war. The whites were weary and wanted
far better news from the fronts. The blacks were angry about his continued
refusal to speak clearly to the issue of their people’s freedom and the black
right to military service. In the summer of 1862 Frederick Douglass declared
in his newspaper: “Abraham Lincoln is no more fit for the place he holds than
was James Buchanan.... The country is destined to become sick of both [Gen.
George B.] McClellan and Lincoln, and the sooner the better. The one plays
lawyer for the benefit of the rebels, and the other handles the army for the ben-
efit of the traitors. We should not be surprised if both should be hurled from
their places before this rebellion is ended.... The signs of the times indicate
that the people will have to take this war into their own hands.” But Frederick
Douglass was not one to dwell on such revolutionary options. (Besides, had
he considered what would happen to the black cause, if the white “people” re-
ally did take the war into their own hands?) Fortunately, by the time Douglass’s
words were published, he had seen new and far more hopeful signs of the times.

In September 1862 Abraham Lincoln, in a double-minded attempt both
to bargain with and weaken the South while replying to the pressures of the
North, finally made public his proposed Emancipation Proclamation. Under
its ambiguous terms, the states in rebellion would be given until the close of
the year to end their rebellious action. If any did so, their captive black peo-
ple would not be affected; otherwise, the Emancipation Proclamation would
go into effect on January 1, 1863, theoretically freeing all the enslaved popu-
lation of the Confederate states and promising federal power to maintain that
freedom.

What actually was involved was quite another matter. Of great import was
the fact that the proclamation excluded from its provisions the “loyal” slave
states of Missouri, Kentucky, Delaware, and Maryland, the anti-Confederate
West Virginia Territory, and loyal areas in certain other Confederate states.
Legally, then, nearly one million black people whose masters were “loyal” to
the Union had no part of the emancipation offered. In effect, Lincoln was
announcing freedom to the captives over whom he had least control, while
allowing those in states clearly under the rule of his government to remain in
slavery. However, on another more legalistic level, Lincoln was justifying his
armies’ use of the Confederates’ black “property,” and preparing the way for an
even more extensive use of black power by the military forces of the Union.
Here, the logic of his move was clear, providing an executive confirmation and
extension of Congress’s Second Confiscation Act of 1862: once the Emancipa-
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tion Proclamation went into effect, the tens of thousands of black people who
were creating their own freedom, and making themselves available as workers
in the Union camps, could be used by the North without legal qualms. Techni-
cally, they would no longer be private property, no longer cause problems for a
President concerned about property rights.

It was indeed a strange vessel that the Lord had chosen, but black folk
in the South were not waiting on such legal niceties. Not long after the pre-
liminary proclamation, an insurrectionary plot was uncovered among a group
of blacks irt Culpepper County, Virginia. Some were slaves and some free, and
the message of their action carried a special resonance for South and North
alike, and perhaps for the President himself. For a copy of Lincoln’s prelimi.
nary proclamation was reportedly found among the possessions of one of the
conspirators. Though at least seventeen of the group were executed, their death
could not expunge the fact that they had attempted to seize the time, to wrest
their emancipation out of the hands of an uncertain President. On Nat’s old
“gaining ground” they had perhaps heard the voice of his God and, forming
their own small army, were once again searching for Jerusalern.

Such action symbolized a major difference in the movement of the South.
ern and Northern branches of the struggle. In the South, though most of
the self-liberating black people eventually entered the camps, or came other-
wise under the aegis of the Northern armies, they were undoubtedly acting
on significant, independent initiatives. During the first years of the war, the
mainstream of the struggle in the South continued to bear this independent,
self-authenticating character, refusing to wait for an official emancipation.

In such settings black hope blossomed, fed by its own activity. Even in
the ambiguous context of the contraband communities the signs were there.
In 1862-63, in Corinth, Mississippi, newly free blacks in one of the best of the
contraband camps organized themselves under federal oversight, and created
the beginnings of an impressive, cohesive community of work, education, fam-
ily life, and worship. They built their own modest homes, planted and grew
their crops (creating thousands of dollars of profit for the Union), supported
their own schools, and eventually developed their own military company to
fight with the Union armies. it was not surprising, then, that black fugitives
flocked there from as far away as Georgia. Nor was it unexpected that, in 1863,
federal military plans demanded the dismantling of the model facility. Never-
theless, the self-reliant black thrust toward the future had been initiated, and
Corinth was only one among many hopeful contraband communities.

Such movement, and the vision which impelled it, were integral aspects
of the freedom struggle in the South. Meanwhile, to aid that struggle, by 1863
Harriet Tubman had entered the South Carolina war zone. Working on behalf
of the Union forces, she organized a corps of black contrabands and traveled
with them through the countryside to collect information for army raids, and
to urge the still-enslaved blacks to leave their masters. Apparently the intrepid
leader and her scouts were successful at both tasks, though Tubman complained
that her long dresses sometimes impeded her radical activities.

In the North the situation was somewhat different. Word of Lincoln’s
anticipated proclamation had an electrifying effect on the black community
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there, but at the same time further removed the focus from the black freedom-
seizing movement in the South. The promised proclamation now gave the
Northerners motre reason than ever to look to others for release, to invest their
hope in the Union cause. Now it seemed as if they would not need to be isolated
opponents of an antagonistic federal government. Again, because they wanted
to believe, needed to hope, yearned to prove themselves worthy, they thought
they saw ever more clearly the glory of the coming; before long, in their eyes
the proclamation was clothed in what appeared to be almost angelic light.
As such, it became an essentially religious rallying point for the development
of a new, confusing mainstream struggle: one which, nervous and excited,
approached and embraced the central government and the Republican Party
as agents of deliverance. Doubts from the past were now cast aside, for their
struggle was unquestionably in the hands of Providence and the Grand Army
of the Republic. The voice of God was joined to that of Abraham Lincoln.

... [Flrom a certain legal point of view it could be argued that the Emanci-
pation Proclamation set free no enslaved black people at all. Since by December
31, 1862, no Confederate state had accepted Lincoln'’s invitation to return to the
fold with their slaves unthreatened, and since Lincoln acknowledged that he had
no real way of enforcing such a proclamation within the rebellious states, the
proclamation’s power to set anyone free was dubious at best. (Rather, it con-
firmed and gave ambiguous legal standing to the freedom which black people
had already claimed through their own surging, living proclamations.)

Indeed, in his annual address to Congress on December 1, 1862, Lincoln
had not seemed primarily concerned with the proclamation. Instead, he had
taken that crucial opportunity to propose three constitutional amendments
which reaffirmed his long-standing approach to national slavery. The proposed
amendments included provisions for gradual emancipation (with a deadline as
late as 1900), financial compensation to the owners, and colonization for the
freed people. In other words, given the opportunity to place his impending
proclamation of limited, immediate emancipation into the firmer context of a
constitutional amendment dernanding freedom for all enslaved blacks, Lincoln
chose another path, one far more in keeping with his own history.

But none of this could dampen the joy of the black North. Within that
community, it was the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, which
especially symbolized all that the people so deeply longed to experience, and its
formal announcement sent a storm of long-pent-up emotion surging through
the churches and meeting halls. It was almost as if the Northern and Southern
struggles had again been joined, this time not through wilderness flights, armed
resistance, and civil disobedience, but by a nationwide, centuries-long cord of
boundless ecstasy. In spite of its limitations, the proclamation was taken as
the greatest sign yet provided by the hand of Providence. The river had burst
its boundaries, had shattered slavery’s dam. It appeared as if the theodicy of
the Northern black experience was finally prevailing. For the freedom struggle,
especially in the South, had begun to overwhelm the white man’s war, and had
forced the President and the nation officially to turn their faces toward the
moving black masses. Wherever black people could assemble, by themselves or
with whites, they came together to lift joyful voices of thanksgiving, to sing
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songs of faith, to proclaim, “Jehovah hath triumphed, his people are free.” For
them, a new year and a new era had been joined in one.

On the evening of December 31, 1862, Frederick Douglass was in Boston
attending one of the hundreds of freedom-watch-night services being held
across the North in anticipation of the proclamation. That night, a line of
messengers had been set up between the telegraph office and the platform of
the Tremont Temple, where the Boston meeting was being held. After waiting
more than two hours in agonized hope, the crowd was finally rewarded ag
word of the official proclamation reached them. Douglass said: “The effect of
this announcement was startling beyond description, and the scene was wild
and grand. Joy and gladness exhausted all forms of expression, from shouts of
praise to sobs and tears... a Negro preacher, a man of wonderful vocal power,
expressed the heartfelt emotion of the hour, when he led all voice in the an-
them, ‘Sound the loud timbrel o’er Egypt’s dark sea, jehovah hath triumphed,
his people are free.’ ”

Such rapture was understandable, but like all ecstatic experiences, it car-
ried its own enigmatic penalties. Qut of it was born the mythology of Abraham
Lincoln as Emancipator, a myth less important in its detail than in its larger
meaning and consequences for black struggle. The heart of the matter was this:
while the concrete historical realities of the time testified to the costly, daring,
courageous activities of hundreds of thousands of black people breaking loose
from slavery and setting themselves free, the myth gave the credit for this free-
dom to a white Republican president. In those same times when black men and
women saw visions of a new society of equals, and heard voices pressing them
against the American Union of white supremacy, Abraham Lincoln was unable
to see beyond the limits of his own race, class, and time, and dreamed of a
Haitian island and of Central American colonies to rid the country of the con-
stantly accusing, constantly challenging black presence. Yet in the mythology
of blacks and whites alike, it was the independent, radical action of the black
movement toward freedom which was diminished, and the coerced, ambiguous
role of a white deliverer which gained pre-eminence.




