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Juneteenth
A Brief Introduction

Per Smithsonian Magazine: Juneteenth celebration in 1900 in Eastwoods Park (Austin History Center via NMAAHC)

WHY SHOULD WE
CARE ABOUT
JUNTEENTH
TODAY?
Juneteenth provides a
unique opportunity for us
to both celebrate freedom
and critically engage with
the US's complex racial
history.
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What is Juneteenth?
Juneteenth commemorates when the terms of the
Emancipation Proclamation were finally enforced in the
entirety of what had been Confederate territories. On
June 19, 1865, Major General Gordon Granger and over
1,800 Union troops arrived in Galveston, Texas to officially
inform the enslaved Black population that they were legally
free. The Emancipation Proclamation was nearly two and a
half years old by this point (President Lincoln had issued it
on January 1, 1863) and the Civil War had been over for
more than two months, but white slaveholders had
intentionally withheld this information from those they
were enslaving.

FAQ about Juneteenth:
While commemorations of Juneteenth have become more frequent in recent years, many
Americans still have a lot of questions about the history of the holiday and its significance.

I thought the Civil War ended enslavement. Why were people still
enslaved more than two months later?
The white slaveholders in Texas knew the war was over; they knew those they were enslaving
were supposed to be free—and they were intentionally withholding this news. There are
reports that white slaveholders actively resisted the Union troops when they were trying to
come and make these official announcements. In fact, there are even reports that slaveholders
coordinated with the Union troops so that the troops would wait to come make the
pronouncement until after the harvest (and thus after a time of the year when slaveholders
could reap significant benefits from the enslaved).

Is Juneteenth a national holiday?

Per the New York Times: A Juneteenth parade in Austin in 2011. Top row: Miss
Juneteenth Desiree Hicks, 18, left, and Miss Lil Juneteenth, Deaqujwyanta Sorrells.
Bottom row, from left: Aubri Brent, 12; Deawntanique Sorrells, 5; and Jada Pickens, 9
(Rodolfo Gonzalez, Austin American-Statesman, via Associated Press)

Yes! This week, on June 17, 2021, President
Biden signed the "Juneteenth National
Independence Day Act" which made
Juneteenth a federal holiday. While it is a new
federal holiday, many states have recognized
Juneteenth for years. Texas was the first state
to do so, designating Juneteenth a holiday in
1980 (though this was largely a symbolic
gesture). Currently 47 states and the District
of Columbia recognize Juneteenth in some
capacity.

How should I celebrate Juneteenth?
Many communities hold parties, festivals, or parades for Juneteenth. Though Geneva will not
have a big celebration of that nature this year, the local chapters of the NAACP and African
American Men's Association are hosting a day of volunteer service to restore the Geneva Little
League Field on Hamilton Street behind Wendy's from 12-4pm.
Juneteenth has traditionally been a holiday that mixes celebration with education. In this
spirit, we would encourage you to use Juneteenth as an opportunity to educate yourself on the
history of race and racism in the United States and the perpetuation of racism in the present.
Finally, it's important to remember that the ability to advance economically is an key piece of
freedom in our society. We would urge you to consider celebrating Juneteenth by supporting
Black-owned businesses.

But Why Celebrate Juneteenth?
Given that no new law was passed on June 19th and for the vast majority of the country—
even for the vast majority of the Black population of the country—nothing changed that
day, we might ask ourselves: Why commemorate this particular day? Why not celebrate
the date of the Emancipation Proclamation? Or the passage of the 13th Amendment?
Celebrating Juneteenth allows us to commemorate certain important things that these
other dates would not.
It decenters the efforts of white abolitionists which are often the focus when we
speak about emancipation. For example, it encourages us to reconsider the weight we
assign to the supposed transformations inaugurated by the Emancipation Proclamation
and the end of the Civil War. While we often cite these events as marking the end of
slavery in the US, Juneteenth is a reminder that this is an oversimplification which
serves to give a false impression that white Americans deserve the moral credit for
ending enslavement.
It marks the completion of the US government's project to formally and officially
recognize Black freedom and personhood across the former Confederacy. Black
people have long asserted their freedom and worked for self-liberation, but June 19,
1865 was the last time the legal recognition of freedom laid out in the Emancipation
Proclamation reached Black people who were still being treated as property and was
enforced upon the white people who were still enslaving them. The significance of this
moment should not be understated. It marks one of the transitional moments when our
country set the expectation that it would truly live up to its stated principles of life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
It reminds us that legal measures are often the beginning of change, not the end.
While the impact of laws should not be understated, they also shouldn't be overstated
either. White slaveholders in Texas were intentionally withholding the news of legal
emancipation and refusing to abide by its terms. We thus see that, in and of
themselves, laws are insufficient to bring about significant change. Real change
requires a change in the beliefs and morals that we use to guide our society.

Freedom is not something
that one people can bestow
on another as a gift. They
claim it as their own and
none can keep it from them.
Kwame Nkrumah

Per National Geographic: A celebration in Richmond, Virginia in 1905 (Library of Congress)

The Truth about:
The Emancipation Proclamation
Despite its name, which suggests a sweeping gesture of unqualified freedom, the
Emancipation Proclamation was very particular with regards to who was "emancipated" by
this "proclamation": it was only applicable in states which were in open rebellion against the
Union. In other words, the Emancipation Proclamation announced a policy exclusively for
territory over which the US government had no jurisdiction or authority—and did not declare
the same policy for territories where it did have control (in fact, it even explicitly exempted not
only the border states which had remained loyal to the Union, but also parts of the
Confederacy which were already back under Union control).
So then the question becomes: why would Lincoln make a proclamation about a space
over which he didn't have jurisdiction?
The key to understanding the Emancipation Proclamation is to look at the Preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation which was issued 100 days before the Emancipation Proclamation
we all know and study. This preliminary proclamation was a threat. It directly stated what the
Emancipation Proclamation would say, when it would be issued, and to whom it would apply.
It was thus intended to give all states/areas currently in rebellion the chance to come back
into the fold and avoid having their enslaved populations freed. In this way, we can see how
the Emancipation Proclamation was a political tactic by the Union government. The
Emancipation Proclamation even referred to itself as “a fit and necessary war measure for
suppressing said rebellion.”
The Emancipation Proclamation was thus a deliberate effort to use Black freedom as a
punishment for white rebellion.
While we often think about the
Emancipation Proclamation as a
recognition of Black people's humanity
and as a step toward equality, this was
not the case. Though the way it came
into being doesn’t preclude the
possibility that white Union politicians
also thought Black people should be
free, it does speak to their underlying
belief that they could deploy Black
freedom for their own political gain.
They saw emancipation as something
that they could withhold and bestow
Per History.com: Crowds of people, recently freed from enslavement, carry copies of
to their own benefit.
the Emancipation Proclamation in this 1864 illustration. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
The Emancipation Proclamation was not the act of altruism or morality that we like to
believe it to be.

