
If America’s “Civil War” was about Slavery . . . 

why aren’t we free?

Over 150 years of Constitutional Rejection



 “Damn the Constitution!” In December 1861, General David Hunter of Fort Leavenworth uttered this 
vengeful curse, and voiced the sentiments behind the shift in government power for years to come.1 William Paxton 
of Platte City, who questioned General Hunter’s Constitutional authority in threatening to lay waste to nearby 
Platte County, certainly did not stand alone in watching his Constitutional rights shredded. As personal property 
was stolen and destroyed, martial law was instituted, the press was subdued, voting rights were stripped, freedom 
of religion was denied, and freedom of speech was suppressed, the Constitution of our United States – the legal 
contract between the people and their government - had indeed become damned through a war where everyone lost.

 Having been born and raised amongst the rolling hills of Missouri, this author’s interest in the events of 
over 150 years ago began at an early age – and may have sprouted from a local history in which a number of local 
Confederate men lost their lives. It was here that boy-hood views of local events were largely colored through stories 
of Union bravery, honor, and adventure, and were far removed from the blood, suffering, and grim realities of brutal 
warfare. But upon entering the complexities of adult-hood, I resolved to learn what had motivated these men to take 
up arms and fight for their family, their community, and their beliefs.

 Missouri was the third bloodiest state in the Civil War, and has been described as possessing many of 
the worst civilian atrocities and human rights violations of this time. When coupled with the sobering figures of 
600,000 to 1 million lives lost (which includes civilians), this period of nation-wide strife truly went far beyond 
mere notions of Union and Confederacy – or even slavery. And even though official hostilities ceased in 1865, 
Americans simply traded one war for another, and were forced to return home to decimated populations, crushed 
economies, towns forever erased, and a bitter animosity amongst people that continues to sting with venom. Even 
though both “sides” experienced great loss of human life, the South was a people completely and utterly decimated 
by fellow Americans who – while right in the cause of Emancipation – went about it completely wrong, and may 
have forever tarnished the cause of liberty in America.

 Across the ocean, and years before America’s blood-soaked efforts, William Wilberforce 
had devoted nearly five decades of heartache and pain towards the cause of emancipation. 
According to Amazing Grace: William Wilberforce and the Heroic Campaign to End Slavery, by 
Eric Metaxas, Wilberforce had many opportunities in his life to humiliate those opponents 
who stood for England’s West Indian Slave Economy. Instead, he countered the corruptible 
false and flimsy notions with facts and more facts. In 1823, Wilberforce wrote a book titled: 
“Appeal in Behalf of Negro Slaves in the West Indies”, a work that was “seasoned with grace 
towards those he might so easily have demonized.” Metaxas writes that: “throughout his life Wilberforce resisted the 
cheap temptation to point the finger at others while posturing as their moral superior. He succeeded in defusing the 
anger of some and drew them in to hear what he was saying.” As a result of his lifetime of leadership and work at 
being a peacemaker, Wilberforce learned in 1832 that England was willing to pay 20 million pounds to pay the West 
Indian planters to set their slaves free. Although a controversial move that some Abolitionists in Britain condemned 
as rewarding evil men, Wilberforce responded with, “I say, and I say honestly and fearlessly, that the same Being who 
commands us to love mercy says also ‘Do justice’; and therefore I have no objection to grant the colonists the relief that 
may be due them for any real injuries they may prove themselves to have sustained.”2 As a result, England’s successful 
and largely peaceful abolition and emancipation of slavery was seen by Sir Reginald Coupland in his 1923 biography as 
one of the great events in the history of mankind.

 It’s ironic that a government the American colonists viewed as tyrannical only several decades before, instead 
became a beacon of freedom’s light. This powerful engine of change lay importantly in the motivations and character 
of the leadership. Where Wilberforce was solely motivated by Christian charity and the freedom of an oppressed 
people, Abraham Lincoln’s motivations became prone to the political mechanizations of nationalized 
economy and power.  When allowed to express their thoughts, many American citizens of this time 
viewed Lincoln’s brand of government as one of despotism and subjugation. As recorded in The Half not 
Told by Preston Filbert, The St. Joseph Gazette questioned what their citizens had done in May of 1861, 1
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to warrant a military occupation. “Not to restore good order and quiet, for our City was never more peaceable or 
orderly,” the editors wrote. Even if there had been a war of words and flag waving, there hadn’t been any significant 
violence or property damage. But the Gazette suspected the real motive of the Military was “to keep in subjection 
men whom THEY FEAR may not support the Administration in its unholy work of subduing a people that ask 
for nothing but to be left alone.”3 That following September, an act of sabotage against the Platte River Rail Bridge, 
which was allegedly aimed at Federal troops, instead claimed many civilian lives as well. This did nothing for peace, 
but instantly drew the sword - and the following four years became increasingly more violent as revenge-filled acts 
grew against those of differing ideology.
 
 When Abraham Lincoln’s mandate for change ascended to power, it wasn’t under the landslide victory many 
assumed, but depicted the clear split that was to come. 1,865,593 of the popular vote went to Lincoln (with 180 
electoral votes), and 1,382,713 went to Stephen Douglas, Democrat, (with 12 electoral votes). John Breckenridge  
had 848,356 votes (72 electoral votes), and John Bell of the Constitutional Union party had 592,906 (with 39 
electoral votes). This picture becomes all the more distressing when one compares the amount of electoral votes to 
the actual population, and the frustrations the Southern people – and even many Northern people - experienced in 
government failure becomes more understood. While the Southern people moved towards secession, these frustrated 
Northerners would later become part of the Copperhead movement, which –despite ridicule and being branded as 
traitors - strove to advocate a peaceable resolution to the war.4

 
 As Southern states exercised the Constitutional right to succession, which had been 
proposed in the past through New England States in 1845, 1832, 1814, 1812, 1807, and 
1803, and argued by John Calhoun of South Carolina in the Nullification Controversy of 
1832, Lincoln’s response was an alarming call for troops.4 This was not a move at resolving the 
crisis through peaceful diplomacy, but instead pushed more states into choosing between an 
impersonal Federal government, or the more personal idea of home and community.
 

  Because nationalistic thought was a new concept in this time period, many 
in America had been watching revolutionary unification efforts across the world with 
concern. As John Dwyer notes, “Before 1750, nation-states such as Italy and Germany 
did not exist. They arose in the 19th century, and as a result that century was pockmarked 
with bloody civil wars.” Doubtless, many immigrants brought their own political ideas 
and enlightenment thinking to America, which is evidenced through the swelling ranks 
of Germans in the Federal army. Of the 15,000 soldiers in the Federal Army of 1861, 
4,000 of those were German veterans who had fought as communist revolutionaries in 

the 1848 European wars.4 Others like Friederich Adolph Sorge, a trusted correspondent of Karl Marx who participated 
in Germany’s liberal uprising, eventually came to America in 1852. Intermingling with a large community of German 
“forty-eighters”, he continued his activism through the Republican party and the election of Abraham Lincoln, and 
joined the New York Communist Club.5

 Karl Marx, who eagerly awaited the spread of the worker’s revolution, expressed approval for Lincoln’s 
government when he wrote “The workingmen of Europe felt sure that, as the American War of Independence 
initiated a new era of ascendency for the middle class, so the American Anti-slavery war will do for the working 
classes. They consider it an earnest sign of the epoch to come that it fell to the lot of Abraham Lincoln, the single-
minded son of the working class, to lead his country through the matchless struggle for the rescue of the enchained 
race and the reconstruction of the social world.”6 Literary critic Edmund Wilson states 

The impulse of unification was strong in the nineteenth century...and if we would grasp the significance 
of the Civil War in relation to the history our time, we should consider Abraham Lincoln in connection 
with the leaders who have engaged in similar tasks. The chief of these leaders have been Bismarck and 
Lenin. They with Lincoln have presided over the unification of the three great modern powers. Each 
established a strong central government over hitherto loosely coordinated peoples. Lincoln kept the 
Union together by subordinating the South to the North; Bismarck imposed on the German states 
the cohesive hegemony of Prussia; Lenin began the work of binding Russia in a tight bureaucratic 
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net.” Each of these men, wrote Wilson, “Became an uncompromising dictator, and was succeeded only 
by newly formed bureaucracies that continued to expand the power of the state and diminish freedom so 
that “all the bad potentialities of the policies he had initiated were realized, after his removal, in the most 
undesirable ways.7

 
 Once the prospect of war reared it’s head in America, General Fremont acted upon 
Lincoln’s blessings, and declared the State of Missouri under martial law in September of 1861. 
Soon, other losses of personal freedom and dignity would occur, as none could vote without 
taking The Gamble Oath. If State and County officers refused the oath, they were quickly 
replaced.1 Other rights, such as the freedom of religion, were lost when men like “Reverend 
Rush and several Northwest Missouri pastors were forced from their churches, either because 
they were openly disloyal or had a conscientious objection to turning any part of their services 
into war rallies.” (St. Joseph Morning Herald, Feb 13, 1862.) Filbert, on explaining why the men 
joined the secessionists in 1864, said the following: “The Young men, who had for years seen their parents repeatedly 
locked up and released, forced to pay ruinous loyalty bonds, and generally abused by the Unionists in the city (St. 
Joseph), rallied to Thornton’s flag and waited to liberate their families when the colonel gave the word.3 It wasn’t until 
November of 1865, that President Johnson restored the supremacy of civil law and the rights of habeas corpus (right 
to a fair trial). But through the efforts of Lincoln, this loss of rights had set a dangerous precedent – one in which 
Americans could no longer guarantee their Constitutional rights as being protected.

     With a nation at war, Lincoln was not happy with military leaders who were unwilling 
to deliver a victory at any cost, so men like Grant and Sherman were given the power to 
break the back of the Southern people. Ignoring the principals of Just War Theory, Sherman 
displaced civilian populations, destroyed their farms, and left them to go hungry without a 
roof over their head. In the August 24, 1965 issue of National Review, 
Editor Frank Meyer wrote that Lincoln’s “pivotal role in our history 
was essentially negative to the genius and freedom of our country. The 
harshness of his repressive policies and his responsibility for methods 

of waging war approaching the horror of total war.” The Confederate government surely was 
not without its own crimes, but although having opportunity to attack Washington after the 
Battle of Bull Run, Confederate President Jefferson Davis decided against the pleas of his 
officers to continue the fight to Washington. His philosophy was that the South did not wish 
to invade or conquer anyone – it merely wished to be left alone and go its own way.4

 Convoluted as the issues were at this time, violent oppression of the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness was something the early founders of our nation feared - and was evident in the thinking (or rationalizing) 
of Thomas Jefferson. As Stephen Ambrose notes in Undaunted Courage, “No man did more for human liberty 
than Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence and of Virginia’s Statute for Religious freedom. 
But, few men profited more from human slavery than Jefferson.” Mr. Ambrose then notes a few paragraphs later, 
“Jefferson hated slavery. He regarded it as a curse to Virginia and wished to see it abolished throughout the United 
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States. Not, however, in his lifetime.”9 Still, through the efforts of men like Ben Franklin, Americans were following 
the example of Britain, and working to peacefully abolish slavery and the slave trade.  Vermont abolished slavery in 
1777, with Massachusetts in 1780, and New Hampshire in 1783. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, New York, Michigan and 
others followed in the early 1800’s. But Federal government’s interference through excessive taxation (tariffs of 1828 
and 1832), hindered this progress through the drawing of ideological distinctions between our people.4

 When Lincoln and the Federal government finally leveraged emancipation half a century later, it wasn’t from a 
benevolent desire to do the right thing, but as a tool to more effectively wage war. It was hoped that the decree would 
incite slaves to revolt throughout the Confederacy, and thus throw these communities into more chaos and bloodshed. 
Despite this (and the fact that slaves did not revolt), slavery continued as a legally sanctioned practice until 1868 for 
states like Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Nebraska Territory, Kansas Territory, West Virginia and Delaware.4

      The added reality that the government wasn’t really committed nor motivated in the cause 
of true freedom for the African American, lies in the aftermath of the Civil War. During the 
so-called Reconstruction period of America, African American W.E. DuBois writes that the 
former slave “welcomed freedom with a cry. They shrank from the master who still strove for 
their chains; they fled to the friends that had freed them, even though those friends stood 
ready to use them as a club for driving the recalcitrant South back into loyalty. So the cleft 
between the white and black South grew. Idle to say it never should have been; it was as 
inevitable as its results were pitiable.” He continues to explain the post-war conditions in the 
South by saying 

to leave the Negro in the hands of Southern courts was impossible. In a distracted land where slavery had 
hardly fallen, to keep the strong from wanton abuse of the weak, and the weak from bloating insolently 
over the half-shorn strength of the strong, was a thankless, hopeless task. The former masters of the land 
were peremptorily ordered about, seized, and imprisoned, and punished over and over and again, with 
scant courtesy from army officers. The former slaves were intimidated, beaten, raped and butchered by 
angry and vengeful men. Freedman Bureau courts tended to become centers simply for punishing whites, 
while the regular civil courts tended to become solely institutions for perpetuating slavery of blacks. Almost 
every law and method of ingenuity could devise was employed by the legislature to reduce the Negroes to 
serfdom – to make them slaves of the State, if not of individual owners; while the Bureau officials too often 
were found striving to put the “bottom rail on top,” and gave the freedmen a power and independence 
which they could not yet use.

 Furthermore, he summarizes the legacy of the Freedman Bureau by stating that it had “failed to begin the 
establishment of goodwill between ex-masters and freedmen,” and had not been able to “guard its work wholly 
from paternalistic methods which discouraged self-reliance, and to carry out to any considerable extent its implied 
promise to furnish the freedmen with land.”10

 The abolishing of slavery and the Emancipation of people is a beautiful cause – especially when viewed 
through Wilberforce’s example. But American governmental power and abuse took the 
cause and stained it with a sickly film of war and 150 years of other forms of oppression. 
National misconception and bias has continued to build ever greater notions of government’s 
role in solving our problems – all the while resulting in the slow vanishing of individual 
responsibility, state sovereignty, and the true spirit of liberty as envisioned by our nation’s 
founders. F.A. Hayek, in his 1944 book The Road to Serfdom discussed the Tennesse Valley 
Authority during the New Deal and the Fair Deal administrations of President Franklin 
Roosevelt and Harry Truman, and shared concerns towards “Creeping Socialism”.11 Morris 
Hillquit notes in History of the American socialist movement that upon the close of the civil 
war, a strong trade-union movement developed in the United States.12 Bernstein’s The First International 
in America records the number of national unions exploding from 6 to 32 between 1864 and 1873.13 4
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Labor historian Selig Perlman (1888-1959) advocated that American Socialism began in the years following the 
Civil War, in which the Union war economy accelerated industrialization, and changed society from one of farmers, 
artisans and small business owners - to that of a machine for modern industry.

 Through this sometimes well-meaning, but ultimately belittling thought of “helping” those who are either 
truly helpless, or unmotivated to work at raising their own positions, the United States has become a people who 
would rather allow the Federal government to throw money at problems, rather than investing in their neighbors, 
communities, churches, and even their own individual responsibility. Meanwhile acting on this poisoned legacy, 
Presidents, union leaders, corporations, and special interest organizations have expanded welfare, increased taxation, 
chipped away personal property rights, funded expensive off-shore wars, and allowed for corporate expansion and 
industrial waste. This slow infiltration of “god-like” government has gradually shifted focus from the Christian-
centered notion of Justice and law - and instead has lead our communities down a road where individual rights have 
vanished, and humanity is stripped of a personal desire to succeed or improve the life of those around him.

 George Washington’s “Address to the People of the United States” warns of factions and political parties 
who “become potent engines, by which cunning, ambitious and unprincipled men, will be enabled to subvert the 
power of the people, and usurp for themselves the reins of government; destroying afterwards the very engines 
which have lifted them to unjust dominion.” On the consolidation of Federal power, he warns that “the habits of 
thinking in a free country should inspire caution, in those entrusted with its administration, to confine themselves 
within their respective constitutional spheres, avoiding in the exercise of the powers of one department to encroach 
upon another. The spirit of encroachment tends to consolidate the powers of all the departments in one, and thus to 
create, whatever the forms of Government, a real despotism.”14

  The admiration for Abraham Lincoln’s person and style of leadership through out the dark days of war 
might be appealing to some - but as Washinton advocated, our thinking should be cautious towards those entrusted 
with its administration. For example, President Obama - a President (like numerous Democrats and Republicans 
before him) who has used his time in office to create ever more bloated bueracracy - stated with admiration in 2009 
that Lincoln’s “rise from poverty, his ultimate mastery of language and law, his capacity to overcome personal loss 
and remain determined in the face of repeated defeat ... reminded me of a larger, fundamental element of American 
life — the enduring belief that we can constantly remake ourselves to fit our larger dreams.”15  George Washington 
understood that the success of government could not be obtained through “remaking ourselves” or “our larger 
dreams” but only through the acknowledgement of God as the Ruler and Governor of the nations. He affirmed, in 
every variety of official enunciation, that the nation could not live and prosper without recognizing the presence 
and supremacy of God. “It is impossible to govern the universe without God,” and, “a fortiori, impossible to govern 
a nation without him.” Amongst Washington’s first official declarations, he states that “It is the duty of all nations 
to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey his will, to be grateful for His benefits, and humbly to 
implore His protection and favor.”16

 Those Americans who profess a belief in God and appeal to His authority for law and justice, cannot blithely 
trade our God ordained rights for those offered by government or societal whim. Whether Democrat, Republican, 
or Independent, we cannot pretend to acknowledge the Constitution or basic human 
rights, yet continue to allow ourselves to move farther from the design of responsible 
freedom, wisdom, limited government, and a community that recognizes the 
impossibility of governing without God. The sooner we acknowledge the wrong 
ways we went about solving important societal problems, the sooner we can reject 
the faulty notions of constant remaking, or Constitutional reinterpretation of 
the government for America or the people who live there.  Our dreams being 
realized through continued Federal abuses, instigated by those terrible events 
of the War Between the States, is appalling and unsettling - and leads us ever 
farther away from the spirit of those patriots who sought to end tyranny. 5
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