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Lincoln’s Proclamation: How
Thanksgiving Became a National

Holiday

War, Unity, and the Idea of a National Day of Thanks

By the fall of 1863, the United States was deep in the Civil War. Families read lists
of casualties, farms lacked labor, and cities struggled with shortages and grief. In
this grim context, President Abraham Lincoln issued a Presidential Proclamation
calling for a national day of Thanksgiving on the last Thursday of November. The
timing was intentional: it came months after Gettysburg and Vicksburg. Lincoln
hoped a shared ritual of gratitude, mourning, and moral resolve would help a
fractured public imagine itself as one nation. The proclamation does not ignore
suffering; it asks Americans to give thanks for “fruitful fields and healthful skies,”
while also interceding for “widows, orphans, mourners, or sufferers” created by the
war. In doing so, Lincoln used the presidency’s rhetorical power to construct a
moment of civil healing, binding private households to a public ethic of charity. The
move was not about victory parades or celebration; it was about setting a calendar
anchor for unity. Instead of scattered regional observances, the country would try a
single, annual act of remembrance, even while armies still faced each other across
battle lines.

From Local Harvest Days to a National Tradition

Before 1863, “thanksgiving” days were declared irregularly by governors to mark
harvests, drought relief, or survival after crises. New England communities often
held yearly autumn feasts, but there was no national standard. The innovation in
1863 was not inventing gratitude; it was federalizing and standardizing it. A
proclamation from the executive branch reframed Thanksgiving as a recurring
national observance. The wording, drafted with help from Secretary of State
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William H. Seward, balanced providence with patriotism, calling citizens to
acknowledge blessings and to care for the vulnerable. This redefinition had political
effects: shared observances build legitimacy, foster solidarity, and create what
scholars call imagined communities, groups of people who feel connected to
strangers because they mark time together. After the war, presidents continued
issuing annual proclamations. Later, a date controversy in the 1930s was nicknamed
“Franksgiving”; it ended when Congress fixed the holiday on the fourth Thursday of
November in 1941. Meanwhile, the iconic meal (turkey, cranberries, pumpkin pie)
evolved through regional tastes, print culture, and later mass media. The durable
core message from 1863 remained: gratitude, public charity, and a sense of shared
national fate.

Sarah Josepha Hale and the Power of Print

The path to a national Thanksgiving was also a story of media advocacy. For decades,
editor Sarah Josepha Hale, known for her leadership at Godey’s Lady’s Book,
campaigned for a national day of thanks. Through persuasive editorials, carefully
crafted letters to governors and presidents, and themed content (menus, poems, and
moral essays), Hale advanced a cultural vision that blended domestic ideals with civic
harmony. Her magazine reached hundreds of thousands of readers, especially
middle-class households that looked to periodicals for guidance on etiquette,
recipes, and moral instruction. Hale’s approach illustrates how print networks can
shape policy by mobilizing culture first: stories and recipes build affection for an
idea, then editorials and letter-writing push it into the political sphere. When Lincoln
issued the proclamation in 1863, it aligned with wartime needs and Hale’s long-
running campaign. The result demonstrates how civil society, media, and executive
power can converge to create an enduring institution.

Thanksgiving as Civil Religion: Symbols, Service, and Social Meaning

Lincoln’s proclamation wove strands of religion and republican ideals without
endorsing a particular church. By inviting prayer, reflection, and charity, the
message modeled a public ethic: citizens should be grateful for common blessings
and responsible for one another, especially the vulnerable. Communities organized
donations, orphan relief, and meals for soldiers’ families; newspapers printed the
proclamation alongside battlefield reports; churches delivered sermons on humility
and perseverance. Over time, schools adopted Thanksgiving lessons emphasizing
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community, immigration, and the melting pot—ideas celebrated and debated across
generations. The holiday’s power lies in its dual identity: it is both private (family
tradition) and public (parades, proclamations, service). Students can read Lincoln’s
text as more than a historical artifact; it is a case study in how leaders use
language, ritual, and the calendar to build a moral vision—especially in moments of
national crisis.

Key Information: Timeline & Significance (Quick Reference)

Year Event Why It Matters

Colonial Era Regional thanksgiving days
declared by governors

Local gratitude rituals;
no national standard

1840s–1860s Sarah J. Hale campaigns for
a national day

Media advocacy links
culture to policy

1863 Lincoln’s Proclamation sets
last Thursday in November

National ritual amid
Civil War; unity and
charity

1939–1941 Date controversy
(“Franksgiving”), then
federal law

Congress sets the
fourth Thursday
standard

Today Nationwide observance with
service and reflection

Durable civil ritual
binding diverse
communities
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Case Study Excerpt — A Letter, A Proclamation, A People: Thanksgiving
1863

The letter reached the Executive Mansion on a damp autumn day, when the
telegraph chattered news of troop movements and hospitals were full. Editor
Sarah Josepha Hale—who had petitioned earlier presidents—appealed once
more: set aside a single day for the whole nation to gather, share with the
poor, and give thanks without forgetting sorrow. Inside the White House,

advisors weighed every phrase. William H. Seward, skilled in statecraft and
prose, drafted language that named the year’s “gracious gifts”—harvest,
commerce, law and order—while asking citizens to remember “widows,

orphans, mourners, or sufferers.” The tone was sober, not triumphant; a
civic prayer rather than a victory song. Newspapers printed the text beside
casualty lists. Churches planned services; committees filled charity baskets
for soldiers’ families. In immigrant neighborhoods, households debated how

to celebrate: some added new dishes to the table, others organized
collections for the wounded. Even critics who disliked mixing piety with

policy admitted that a common observance might steady the public mood.
Across telegraph lines and muddy roads, an idea traveled faster than trains:
a nation could pause together—even while fighting itself—to remember what

life was for. When the day arrived, some families ate little; others
managed a simple feast. Letters written that evening describe gratitude for
survival, for neighbors who cooked for the bereaved, for a sense—however
fragile—that the country might hold. The tradition would not end the war,

but it offered language for belonging and service. When the sun set, editors
predicted the day would return. They were right; the calendar would carry

the proclamation forward, binding strangers in a ritual of thanks that
outlived the cannons.

1. How did the 1863 proclamation balance expressions of gratitude with recognition
of sacrifice during the Civil War?
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2. In what ways did media advocacy (like Hale’s campaign) influence public policy in
this case?

Multiple Choice

1. Which best explains Lincoln’s main purpose in issuing the 1863 Thanksgiving
proclamation?

a) To replace Independence Day as the nation’s symbolic holiday of
unity
b) To announce a peace treaty ending the war

c) To create a unifying civic ritual that encouraged gratitude and
charity

d) To celebrate battlefield victories with a national parade

2. Which figure most directly connected print culture to the policy shift
toward a national Thanksgiving?

a) Sarah Josepha Hale
b) Jefferson Davis
c) Ulysses S. Grant
d) Frederick Douglass

3. What later development finally standardized the date of Thanksgiving
across the United States?

a) A Supreme Court ruling in 1865

b) A treaty with European powers
c) A 1941 act of Congress setting the fourth Thursday in November
d) An 1890s presidential executive order signed by Grover Cleveland
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Matching

Write the letter of the correct definition on the line next to each term.

Term Definition

1. ___ William H. Seward A) Public ritual blending faith with civic
ideals

2. ___ “Civil religion” B) 1863 turning points framing the
proclamation

3. ___ Sarah J. Hale C) Finalized the modern date of the holiday

4. ___ Gettysburg & Vicksburg D) Drafted or shaped proclamation language

5. ___ Congressional action (1941) E) Media campaign for national Thanksgiving

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. Lincoln’s proclamation helped transform scattered observances into a ________
national ritual.

2. The date controversy in the late 1930s was nicknamed “________.”

3. Newspapers and magazines showed how ________ could shape public policy.

Short Answer

Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.

1. Why was a unified national date symbolically important during the Civil War?
Provide two reasons.
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2. How does the idea of civil religion help explain Thanksgiving’s enduring power in
American life?

3. Describe one way immigrant communities adapted the Thanksgiving tradition to
express both cultural heritage and national belonging.
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