
#Whatisjuneteenth - A Guide to Activism and Advocacy 

What is Juneteenth? 
When enslaved African Americans of Galveston, Texas learned that they were free - on June 19,1865 - the 
news erupted into a history-making celebration known as “Juneteenth.” The formerly enslaved African 
Americans rejoiced, prayed, cried, and declared that day “Freedom Day,” “Emancipation Day,” or 
Juneteenth (“June” plus “nineteenth”). It had been almost 2 ½ years after the Emancipation Proclamation 
that enslaved Texans learned that they were in fact free. That hopeful day in June marked the end of 
slavery and the beginning of freedom. 

History of Juneteenth and the Illinois Connection  
Twenty years prior to the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, Abraham Lincoln - a young lawyer 
at the time - won a landmark case in the Illinois Supreme Court. He successfully argued the case of Nance 
Legins-Costley, an enslaved black woman who declared herself free after the death of her master, 
Nathaniel Cromwell Jr.  In July of 1841, married to a free black man and pregnant at the time, Legins-
Costley became the first enslaved woman to gain her freedom by way of the Illinois Supreme Court. 
Therefore, Nance’s newborn son, William Henry Costley became the first enslaved male freed by young 
Abraham Lincoln. 

William Henry Costley may have been influenced by the determination, grit, and tenacity he saw in his 
mother, as stories were told about her thirteen-year battle for freedom. Fittingly, in 1864, Costley joined 
the 29th Regt. US Colored Infantry of Illinois.  The 29th of Illinois unexpectedly arrived in Galveston, 
Texas after a storm forced their ship into Galveston’s harbor. The soldiers quickly realized that the black 
men and women in Galveston were still enslaved although the Emancipation Proclamation had been in 
effect. General Gordon Granger, with his armed Colored Soldiers, ordered the posting of General Order 
#3 which enforced the abolition of slavery. This meant that although the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation 
declared enslaved African Americans free, it was only when General Order #3 was enforced that African 
Americans were actively freed in Texas. Illinoisan, William Henry Costley, the first black male freed by 
Abraham Lincoln, witnessed and participated in that historical event. 

Why should Juneteenth be celebrated and recognized as a holiday?  
While July 4th began freedom for some, June 19th completes freedom for all. Juneteenth celebrates and 
commemorates black culture and reinforces black history as American history. Juneteenth creates space 
for education, advocacy, and healing. Celebrating Juneteenth provides a unifying platform for all 
Americans to celebrate our common bond of freedom.  

Who should celebrate Juneteenth? 
EVERYONE!  The Civil War, ignited by the issue of slavery and known to be one of America’s bloodiest 
wars—cost thousands of Illinoisan lives, both black and white.  Today, the continued journey toward 
freedom engages people from all backgrounds across Illinois and across the country. Every person, 
family, community, town, and business can celebrate Juneteenth! Juneteenth is a day that celebrates 
freedom for everyone. 
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Where is Juneteenth celebrated?  
Juneteenth is celebrated both in the United States and throughout the rest of the world. The National 
Juneteenth Observance Foundation, (NJOF), is one of the oldest organizations advancing the charge to 
make Juneteenth a national holiday. NJOF was instrumental in getting 43 states to recognize Juneteenth as 
either a day of observance or a state holiday. Currently, there are 49 states that recognize Juneteenth. 
Since 2003, Illinois has recognized Juneteenth as a day of observance. However, it is our goal that 
Juneteenth becomes an official state holiday, in Illinois.  

Many countries such as Japan, Ghana, Guam, and Mexico also celebrate this holiday. 

How is Juneteenth celebrated?  
Juneteenth celebrations include everything from cookouts, caravans, and parades to re-enactments, poetry 
readings, church events, and flag-raising ceremonies. Juneteenth celebrations include programming that 
highlight black history and African American achievements. It’s a time of black pride, joy, and renewal.  
Chicago native Dr. Ronald Myers - founder of The National Juneteenth Observance Foundation - declared 
June 18th the National Day of Reconciliation and Healing. This day promotes racial reconciliation by 
bringing together faith, community, government, and thought-leaders, to foster and renew commitments 
to that end. 

The ultimate celebration however, will be when Juneteenth becomes and official holiday for all 
Americans, celebrated by all Americans. 

Community leaders statewide celebrate Juneteenth in the following ways: 

• Supporting legislation to make Juneteenth an official state holiday 
• Supporting initiatives to officially recognize Juneteenth in local and county government 
• Hosting educational events and panel discussions 
• Hosting community events like family pool parties 
• Leading Juneteenth Car Caravans 
• Hosting Juneteenth movie nights 
• Leading Juneteenth Drum Circles 
• Church Worship Services 
• Interfaith Gatherings 
• Juneteenth Flag-raisings 
• And much much more…  

What is the symbolic meaning of the Juneteenth Flag? 
The Juneteenth Flag represents the end of slavery in the United States. It was 
designed by former NJOF Massachusetts State Director, Ben Haith, in 1997.  
The white star in the center of the flag represents Texas, the Lone Star State, 
and the birthplace of Juneteenth. The outer starburst symbolizes the spread of 
freedom for all African Americans throughout the United States. The arch 
extending across the center of the flag, symbolizes a new horizon - new 
beginnings, hope & optimism for a new and better future. The red, white, and blue colors echo the 
American Flag and is a reminder that the formerly enslaved, and the descendants of the formerly 
enslaved, are full Americans. Additionally, the red, white, and blue also symbolizes the ongoing charge 
for America to live up to it’s ideals of Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. 

Why the color “red?”  
It represents the blood that was bravely shed by enslaved and formally enslaved African Americans 
during the middle passage and beyond. It also represents the blood that continues to be shed in pursuit of 
The American Dream. 
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What can I do to support and celebrate Juneteenth? 
The Illinois Juneteenth Committee invites you to become a part of history and join the movement to make 

Juneteenth a national holiday. 

Be Aware 
• Educate yourself by reading your #WhatIsJuneteenth — A Guide to Activism and Advocacy. 
• Create welcoming spaces for the recognition of Juneteenth as a holiday in your families, 

networks, communities, and government. 

Be Accountable 
• Take the personal accountability pledge. 
• Support legislation to make Juneteenth a state holiday by following SB 1965 as it makes its 

way to the Governor’s desk. 

Be Active 
• Be a part of history, sign the national petition to make Juneteenth a national holiday. 
• Be a part of history, take the Juneteenth10xChallenge. 

Like us on Social Media: @Whatisjuneteenth   @IllinoisJuneteenthCommittee   @NJOF  
Visit whatisjuneteenth.com for information on upcoming statewide events, and if you are 
hosting an event… please share your event info at: askwhatisjuneteenth@gmail.com 

 

     
                       

    National Juneteenth            Illinois            Forest Park Juneteenth 
 Observance Foundation             Juneteenth Committee            Planning Committee 

Special thanks to: 

Carl Adams, Historian and Author of “Nance, Trials of the First Slave Freed by Abraham Lincoln.” 
Dee Evans, Director of Communications at The National Juneteenth Observance Foundation, for her expertise in 
“All Things Juneteenth.” 

Aligned with our National Juneteenth Observance Foundation (NJOF), Illinois Juneteenth Committee 
seeks to promote initiatives that celebrate our common bond of freedom.
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