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Feet of Clay 
My paramount object in this struggle is not

to save or destroy slavery.  If I could save the 
Union without freeing any slave, I would do it.

Abraham Lincoln, 1862

A BRAHAM LINCOLN was elected 
president by the Northern states. 
   He wasn’t even on the ballot in the South, 
and was so reviled there that he arrived in 
Washington for his inauguration in disguise, 
already fearing assassination. (Lincoln 
received more than 10, 000 death threats 
during his first term alone.)
   But Lincoln’s unpopularity wasn’t due to 
any negative views he held about slavery. 
In fact, most true abolitionists despised him. 
The most prominent abolitionist of the time, 
William Lloyd Garrison, remarked 
scornfully that Lincoln “had not a drop of 
anti-slavery blood in his veins.”
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    Like most whites of his time, Lincoln 
considered blacks to be racially inferior, and 
repeatedly stated that he opposed granting 
them equality. Although he personally 
disliked slavery, he firmly believed that the 
government had no legal right to outlaw it. 
(His proposed solution to the ‘racial problem’ 
was a fanciful plan to return all four million 
slaves to Africa or the Caribbean!)
   The American Civil War actually had little 
to do with slavery; like most wars, it was 
mainly about money, power, and privilege.
   Lincoln’s lifelong political idol was Henry 
Clay, the architect of the ‘American System,’ 
a federal policy of high protective tariffs, 
centralized banking, and huge government 
subsides to railroad and steamship 
companies—a political platform modelled 
on the failed mercantilist policies of 
Alexander Hamilton a generation earlier.   
  



   To pay back rich Northern industrialists 
who had funded his campaign, Lincoln’s 
Republican, pro-North Congress passed the 
highest tariffs in American history, crippling 
the South’s agrarian, export-dependent 
economy and leaving secession as its only 
means of escape from permanent political 
and economic bondage to the North. 
   Having already begun forming the 
Confederacy, the Southern states warned 
that they would secede if Lincoln was 
elected in 1860—invoking a right the 
federal government knew it had no 
Constitutional power to prevent. (It had, in 
fact, tried and failed to outlaw secession.)
   When Confederate forces fired upon a 
U.S. Army garrison stationed at Fort 
Sumter, South Carolina barely a month after 
Lincoln took office, the resulting furor in 
the North gave Lincoln his casus belli.
   During the war, Lincoln set himself up as 
a virtual dictator, declaring marshall law, 
suspending civil liberties, and illegally 
ordering the imprisonment of thousands of 
antiwar protestors, newspaper editors, and 
political opponents without trial.
   Despite these draconian policies, the 
Confederacy prevailed throughout the early 
part of the war, forcing Lincoln to consider 
more desperate measures. The Emancipation 
Proclamation was a temporary ‘act of war,’ 
meant not to free the slaves, but rather to 
spark a slave insurrection in the South. 
   By 1863, the North had already proposed 
and rejected an amendment to abolish 
slavery within its own borders. Lincoln only 
issued the Proclamation when faced—as he 
himself made clear—with “the alternative 
of surrendering the Union.” 
   Tellingly, the Proclamation only applied 
to slaves within rebel-held territory, and 
excluded those both in the North and areas 
of the South already captured by the Union.

Lincoln’s own Secretary of State remarked 
cynically that the act only “freed slaves that 
we no longer have jurisdiction over…while 
keeping in bondage those that we do.”
   As intended, the Proclamation devastated 
the South’s rural, plantation-based economy, 
crippling its ability to supply its war effort. 
As the war progressed, more and more 
slaves in the South escaped to join the 
Union army, swelling its ranks and making 
the Confederate cause of self-determination 
increasingly futile.
   Blatantly violating the rules of war—just 
ratified by the Geneva Convention of 1863
—Lincoln followed a ‘scorched earth’ policy 
against a defeated South, ordering the 
razing of entire cities like Atlanta to the 
ground during General Sherman’s infamous 

‘March to the Sea’ and causing the pointless 
death of thousands of civilians. (Had it won 
the war, the South would have been fully 
justified in trying Lincoln as a war criminal.)
   Tragically, the U.S. could almost certainly 
have ended slavery peacefully, as dozens of 
other countries already had. Most Americans 
in both the North and South were in favor of 
peaceful, compensated secession in 1860 and 
would have vastly preferred it to the horrors 
of the nation’s bloodiest war, with an esti-
mated 850,000 to a million deaths— more 

than every other American war combined.
   But the aim of ‘The Great Emancipator’ 
was never to end slavery. It was to preserve 
the Union—and in doing so, realize Henry 
Clay’s dream of transforming the limited 
government of the Founding Fathers into the 
massive, centralized federal bureaucracy 
that persists to this day.
   By unnecessarily taking the nation to war, 
Lincoln forever buried the cherished, long-
standing principle of States’ Rights—most 
basic among those rights being the right to 
peaceably secede from an unjust union. ◾

 


