—_— VIEWS

Mr. Lincoln’s War

An Irrepressible Conflict?

by Patrick J. Buchanan

“IT]he contest is really for empire on the side of the North, and for independence
on that of the South, and in this respect we recognize an exact analogy between the
North and the Government of George II, and the South and the Thirteen Revolt-

ed Provinces. These opinions . . . are the general opinions of the English nation.”

—London Times, November 7, 1861

“The preservation of the union is the supreme law.”

—Andrew Jackson, December 25, 1832

he Civil War was the greatest tragedy ever to befall the na-
tion. Brother slew brother. Six hundred thousand of
America’s best and bravest died of shot, shell, and disease. The
South was bled to death, invaded, ravaged by Union armies, oc-
cupied for a dozen years. Under federal bayonets, her social
and political order was uprooted and the 11 states that had
fought to be free of the Union were “reconstructed” by that
Union. America’s South would need a century to recover.
Thirteen decades after Appomattox the questions remain:
Was it “an irrepressible conflict”? Was it a necessary war? Was
it, as Churchill wrote, “the noblest and least avoidable of all the
great mass-conflicts of which till then there was record”? Was
it a just war? What became of the great tariff issue that had di-
vided and convulsed the nation equally with slavery in the
decades before the war? Are there lessons for us in this most
terrible of tragedies where all of the dead were Americans?

This article is a chapter from a forthcoming book on America’s
wars by Fatrick |. Buchanan.

H. Ward Sterett

After any such war, it is the victors who write the history.
That has surely been true of the Civil War. Among the great
myths taught to American schoolchildren has been that the
“Great Emancipator,” Abraham Lincoln, was elected to free
the slaves from bondage, that America’s “Civil War” was
fought to end slavery in the United States.

This is fable. Even the name given this terrible war 1s wrong.
A civil war is a struggle for power inside a nation like the War of
the Roses, or the horrible war between Bolsheviks and Czarists
in Russia, “Reds” and “Whites,” after Lenin’s October Revolu-
tion. The combatants from 1861-1865 were not fighting over
who would govern the United States. The South had never
contested Lincoln’s election. The South wanted only to be free
of the Union.

The war was not over who would rule in Washington, but
who would rule in South Carolina, Georgia, and the five Gulf
states that had seceded by the time of Fort Sumter. From the
standpoint of the North, this was a War of Southern Secession,
a War to Preserve the Union. To the South this was the
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War for Southern Independence.

The Birth of a Myth

At the dedication of Gettysburg Battlefield, on November 19,
1863, three years after Lincoln’s election, the Great Myth was
born. There, Abraham Lincoln declared that the war had
been, all along, about equality.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth
_on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty,
and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created
equal.
Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing
whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so
dedicated, can long endure.

But four score and seven years before Lincoln spoke was
1776. The “new nation” may have been “conceived” in 1776,
but it was not born until 1788 after the ninth state had ratified
the Constitution. In that Constitution, freemen, black and
white, were equal. But slavery, the antithesis of equality, was
protected. By Benjamin Franklin’s compromise, slaves were to
be considered as three-fifths of a person for purposes of repre-
sentation in the House. Painful to concede, it is more truthful
to say that slavery, the essence of inequality, was embedded in
the Constitution of the new nation.

Moreover, in reaching back to 1776, Lincoln had invoked, in
defense of a war to crush a rebellion, the most powerful brief
ever written on behalf of rebellion. The Declaration of Inde-

pendence is not about preserving a union. It is a declaration of -

secession, of separation; it is about the “Right of the People to
alter or to abolish” one form of government “and to institute
new Government, laying its Foundation on such Principles, and
organizing its Powers in such Form, as to them shall seem most
likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.” It is about a peo-
ple’s right “to dissolve the political bands which have connect-
ed them with another, and to assume among the Powers of the
Earth, the separate and equal Station to which the Laws of Na-
ture and of Nature’s God entitle them.” '

Lincoln’s words, eloquent as they are, are the sheerest
audacity. As Garry Wills writes approvingly, Lincoln, at Get-
tysburg,

performed one of the most daring acts of open-air
sleight-of-hand ever witnessed by the unsuspecting.
Everyone in that vast throng of thousands was having his
or her intellectual pocket picked. The crowd departed
with a new thing in its ideological luggage, that new con-
stitution Lincoln had substituted for the one they
brought there with them. They walked off, from those
curving graves on the hillside, under a changed sky, into a
different America. Lincoln had revolutionized the Revo-
lution, giving people a new past to live with that would
change their future indefinitely.

On reading Lincoln’s address, many, North and South, were
astounded. In suggesting the terrible war had all along been
about equality, what was the President talking about? Quoting
the Constitution back to the President, the Chicago Times
charged Lincoln with betraying both that sacred document he
had taken an oath to defend and the men who had died for it:
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It-was to uphold this constitution, and thie Union created
by it, that our officers and soldiers gave their lives at Get-
tysburg. How dare he, then, standing on their graves,
misstate the cause for which they died, and libel the
statesmen who founded the government?

Even as Lincoln spoke, slavery was still legal in Washington,
D.C,, the seat of government, as well in Maryland, Missouri,
Kentucky, West Virginia, Delaware, and the areas of Tennessee
that had remained loyal.

The Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, freed
only the slaves in those states that were still in rebellion. All
other slaves remained the protected property of their masters.
Prime Minister Palmerston noted in amusement that Lincoln
had undertaken to abolish slavery where he had no power to do
so, while protecting slavery where he had the power to destroy
it. Indeed, when issuing the proclamation, Lincoln confided to
his secretary that he had done so only as a “military necessity”
after the defeats of First and Second Manassas, Jackson’s Valley
Campaign, the Seven Days battle, Chancellorsville, Fredericks-
burg, and the stalemate at Antietam:

Things had gone on from bad to worse, until I felt that
we had reached the end of our rope on the plan of opera-
tion we had been pursuing; that we had about played out
our last card, and must change our tactics, or lose the
game. [ now determined upon the adoption of the
emancipation policy.

Far from universal celebration, the Emancipation Proclama-
tion was regarded by many, even in abolitionist England, as a
cynical and awful weapon of war, settled upon by Lincoln in
desperation. As Sheldon Vanauken points out in The Glittering
Hlusion: English Sympathy for the Southern Confederacy (1989):

[T]he Confederate states were winning the war. Only a
few days before, Lee had smashed Burnside at Fredericks-
burg. The Proclamation freed all the slaves within the
Confederate lines. . . . These slaves were grouped on the
isolated plantations, controlled for the most part by the
women since their gentlemen were off to the wars. The
only possible effect of the Proclamation would be the
dreaded servile insurrection (that which John Brown was
hanged for inciting). Either a slave rising—or nothing.

So Englishmen saw it. Lincoln’s insincerity was regarded
as proven by two things: his earlier denial of any lawful
right or wish to free the slaves; and, especially, his not
freeing the slaves in “loyal” Kentucky and other United
States areas or even in Confederate areas occupied by
United States troops, such as New Orleans. It should be
remembered that [in England] the horrors of the Indian
mutiny, as well as the slave uprising in St. Domingo, were
in every memory.

The effect of the proclamation upon many in the Union ranks
was the same. They had gone to war not to free the slaves but
to preserve the nation! As James McPherson writes in What
They Fought For, 1861-1865,

plenty of soldiers believed that the proclamation had
changed the purpose of the war. They professed to feel
betrayed. They were willing to risk their lives for the
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Union, they said, but not for black freedom. . .. Deser-
tion rates rose alarmingly. Many soldiers blamed the
Emancipation Proclamation.

Closing his address, Lincoln spoke of the duty imposed on
Americans by those who had fallen on the great battletield. We
“here highly resolve,” he said, in his immortal words, “that
these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under
God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government
of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish
from the earth.” If Southerners found this incredible, it is un-
derstandable.

The Confederates had never sought to cause the Govern-
ment of the United States to “perish from the earth.” It was the
Union that was seeking to cause the Confederacy and the gov-
ernments of the 11 Southern states to “perish.” Had the South
wanted the government to “perish from the earth,” the Con-
federate army could have marched into Lincoln’s capital after
the First Battle of Bull Run in June 1861, when the Union army
had been sent up the road to Washington in wild retreat. The
South did not want this; the South only wanted to be free.

While Lincoln surely knew his eloquent words would be
noted, and remembered, he could not have known his brief re-
marks would become the most famous address in American
history. Nor is there evidence that Lincoln, at this moment, de-
liberately enlarged the war aims of the Union. But at Gettys-
burg, the war aims of the Union were enlarged, dramatically. In
that address, they do go beyond anything Lincoln enunciated
before the war began. Indeed, if racial equality was now Lin-
coln’s and the Union’s goal, then Lincoln himself was a
changed man. For the Abraham Lincoln of 1861 was no cham-
pion of political or social equality.

‘“We Cannot Make Them FEquals”

The Lincoln Americans know, the father figure with the wise
and wonderful wit, who came out of Illinois to free the slaves,
and believed in racial equality—who would have marched with
Martin Luther King, Jr—would be unrecognizable to his con-
temporaries. While Lincoln as early as 1854 had condemned
slavery as a “monstrous injustice,” and bravely took the antislav-
ery side in senatorial campaign debates with Stephen A. Dou-
glas, here is the Republican candidate for the United States
Senate on the stump, in Charleston, Illinois, on September 18,
1858, after he had been baited by the “Little Giant” to explain
where he stood on marriage between the races, and on social
and political equality:

T will say then that I am not, nor ever have been in favor
of bringing about in any way the social and political
equality of the white and black races,—that I am not nor
ever have been in favor of making voters or jurors of ne-
groes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to inter-
marry with white people; and I will say in addition to this
that there is a physical difference between the white and
black races which I believe will for ever forbid the two
races living together on terms of social and political
equality. And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while
they do remain together there must be the position of su-
perior and inferior, and I as much as any other man am
in favor of having the superior position assigned to the
white race.

Four years before, at Peoria, on October 16, 1854, Lincoln con-
fessed to his ambivalence as to what should be done about slav-
ery, and with the freed black men and women were slavery

abolished:

If all earthly power were given me, I should not know
what to do, as to the existing institution. My first im-
pulse would be to free all the slaves, and send them to
Liberia,—~to their own native land. . . . [But free] them,
and make them politically and socially, our equals? My
own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would,
we well know that those of the great mass of white peo-
ple will not. . . . A universal feeling, whether well or ill-
founded, can not be safely disregarded. We can not,
then, make them equals.

Three years later, in June of 1857, in Springfield, Lincoln was
still entertaining the idea of repatriating the freed slaves back to
their native continent:

Such separation, if ever effected at all, must be effected
by colonization; . . . what colonization most needs is a
hearty will. . . . Let us be brought to believe it is morally
right . . . to transfer the African to his native clime,

and we shall find a way to do it, however great the

task may be.

In urging colonization Lincoln was echoing men of far
greater learning and higher station, such as Jefferson and Madi-
son. In 1829, the author of the Constitution became president
of the American Colonization Society—founded by John Ran-
dolph and Henry Clay after the War of 1812—“in the belief
that its plan to return slaves to Africa represented the most sen-
sible way out of that long-festering crisis.” Clay, Lincoln’s idol,
advocated returning the slaves to Africa throughout his public
career. In eulogizing Clay in Springfield on July 6, 1852, Lin-
coln celebrated his hero’s lifelong association with the Ameri-
can Colonization Society, and quoted Clay’s 1827 address to
that society:

There is a moral fitness in the idea of returning to Africa
her children, whose ancestors have been torn from her by
the ruthless hand of fraud and violence. Transplanted in
a foreign land, they will carry back to their native soil the
rich fruits of religion, civilization, law and liberty.

In hearty approval of Clay’s words, Lincoln declared:

This suggestion of the possible ultimate redemption of
the African race and African continent was made twenty-
five years ago. Every succeeding year has added strength
to the hope of its realization. May it indeed be realized!

Gradual repatriation and return of all the slaves to Africa, said
Lincoln in the closing words of his long eulogy, would be a “glo-
rious consummation—Henry Clay’s greatest contribution to
his country.

Lincoln’s words in the decade prior to his presidency are jolt-
ing to the modern ear. But all they tell us is this: on racial
equality, Lincoln in 1858 was 4 man of his time and place. Like
almost all white males of his age, he believed the races should
remain separate. This is confirmed by his ardent admirer, Gen-
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eral Donn Piatt, who thought Lincoln “the greatest figure
looming up in our history.” After meeting with the President-
elect in Springfield, Piatt wrote on the eve of Lincoln’s depar-
ture for Washington:

Expressing no sympathy for the slave, [Lincoln] laughed
at the Abolitionists. . .. We were not at a loss to get at
the fact, and the reason for it, in the man before us. De-
scended from the poor whites of a slave State, through
many generations, he inherited the contempt, if not the
hatred, held by that class for the negro.

A man must be measured against his time. As Lincoln him-
self said in his Second Inaugural: “judge not that we be not
judged.” Lincoln’s position on slavery—that it was evil, that he
would have no part of it—was that of a principled politician of
courage. As for his views on racial equality, they were the views
of almost all of his countrymen. But if Lincoln did not go to
war to make men equal, did he go to war to “make men free”—
to end the evil of slavery? For to answer the question, “Was this
ajust war?” we have to understand why both sides fought.

Lincoln’s Concessions to the South

Unlike the Lincoln of Gettysburg battlefield in 1863, the Lin-
coln who slipped into Washington in disguise in the dead of
night in the winter of 1861 did not have the least intention of
freeing any slaves. Nor did the South have reason to fear Lin-
coln would, or could, abolish slavery. The Supreme Court was
Southern-dominated, led by Chief Justice Roger Taney of the
1857 Dred Scott decision. There was no threat to slavery from
that quarter. And, during the campaign of 1860, Lincoln re-
peatedly assured the South he was no Abolitionist. In the first
paragraphs of his Inaugural Address, Lincoln repeated his as-
surances that he would make no attempt to abolish slavery.

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the
Southern States, that by the accession of a Republican
Administration, their property, and their peace, and per-
sonal security, are to be endangered. There has never
been any reasonable cause for such apprehension. In-
deed, the most ample evidence to the contrary has all the
while existed, and been open to their inspection. It is
found in nearly all the published speeches of him who
now addresses you. I do but quote from one of those
speeches when I declare that “I have no purpose, directly
or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in
the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful right
to do so, and I have no intentton to do so.” Those who
nominated and elected me did so with full knowledge
that I have made this, and many similar declarations, and
had never recanted them.

His party’s platform, said Lincoln, endorsed the “inviolate”
right of each state to “control its own domestic institutions.” In
excoriation of John Brown’s raid, Lincoln noted in his Inaugu-
ral that, in their 1860 platform, Republicans “denounce the
lawless invasion by armed force of the soil of any State or Terri-
tory, no matter under what pretext, as among the gravest of
crimes.

South Carolina had seceded on the grounds that the United
States was failing to uphold the fugitive slave provision of the
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-Constitution. But Lincoln assured Southernérs their escaped

slaves would be returned:

There 1s much controversy about the delivering up of
fugitives from service or labor. The clause I now read is
as plainly written in the Constitution as any other of its
provisions: “No person held to service or labor in one
State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another,
shall, in consequence of any law or regulation therein, be
discharged from such service or labor, but shall be deliv-
ered up on claim of the party to whom such service or la-
bor may be due.” i

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was in-
tended by those who made it, for the reclaiming of what
we call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the law-giver
is the law. All members of Congress swear their support
to the whole Constitution—to this provision as much as
to any other. To the proposition, then, that slaves whose
cases come within the terms of this clause, “shall be de-
livered up,” their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they
would make the effort in good temper, could they not, with
nearly equal unanimity, frame and pass a law, by means of

which to keep good that unanimous oath? [Emphasis
added.]

Lincoln is calling here for a new federal fugitive slave law to
reinforce Congress’ constitutional obligation that escaped
slaves “shall be delivered up” to their masters. In capturing and
returning fugitive slaves, said Lincoln, some observers favor
state authority, others federal authority. But, he asked: What is
the difference? “If the slave is to be surrendered, it can be of
but little consequence to him, or to others, by which authority
it is done.”

The issue on which Republicans were united was that the ex-
tension of slavery to new states should be halted. Lincoln did
not back down from this position in his Inaugural Address. But
he did offer a guarantee to the South that where slavery existed,
it could be made a permanent institution, by a new constitu-
tional amendment.

One section of our country believes slavery is right, and
ought to be extended, while the other believes it is
wrong, and ought not to be extended. This is the only
substantial dispute. . . . [ understand a proposed amend-
ment to the Constitution . . . has passed Congress, to the
effect that the federal government, shall never interfere
with the domestic institutions of the States, including
that of persons held to service. To avoid misconstruction
of what I have said, I depart from my purpose not to
speak of particular amendments, so far as to say that,
holding such a provision to now be implied constitution-
al law, I have no objection to its being made express, and
irrevocable.

Thus, in this final concession, Lincoln says he would not op-
pose a constitutional amendment to make slavery permanent,
in the 15 states where it then existed. The first Thirteenth
Amendment to the Constitution Abraham Lincoln endorsed,
then, did not end chattel slavery, but would have authorized.
chattel slavery forever. No true Abolitionist could have been
other than horrified by Lincoln’s first Inaugural Address.

Is there a moral defense of Lincoln’s offer to méke perma-






















