
Henry Clay, in defense of the “American System” (1832) 

 

Henry Clay was an American statesman for over 40 years, serving as Secretary of State, Speaker 

of the House and Senate Leader. He ran, unsuccessfully, for President five times. The focus of 

Clay’s efforts was the “American System” designed to reduce dependence and develop American 

resources including tariffs, a national bank, and federal funds for transportation. Here in a 

speech, Henry Clay defends the American position and calls out its opponents. 

 

This transformation of the condition of the country from gloom and distress to brightness and 

prosperity, has been mainly the work of American legislation, fostering American industry, 

instead of allowing it to be controlled by foreign legislation, cherishing foreign industry. The 

foes of the American System, in 1824, with great boldness and confidence, predicted.  

 

1st. The ruin of the public revenue, and the creation of a necessity to resort to direct taxation. 

The gentleman from South Carolina, (General Hayne,) I believe, thought that the tariff of 1824 

would operate a reduction of revenue to the large amount of eight millions of dollars.  

 

2nd. The destruction of our navigation.  

 

3rd. The desolation of commercial cities.  

 

And 4th. The augmentation of the price of objects of consumption, and further decline in that of 

the articles of our exports. Every prediction which they made has failed-utterly failed. Instead of 

the ruin of the public revenue, with which they then sought to deter us from the adoption of the 

American System, we are now threatened with its subversion, by the vast amount of the public 

revenue produced by that system…. 

 

[…] 

 

Gentlemen are greatly deceived as to the hold which this system has in the affections of the 

people of the United States. They represent that it is the policy of New England, and that she is 

most benefitted by it. If there be any part of this Union which has been most steady, most 

unanimous, and most determined in its support, it is Pennsylvania. Why is not that powerful 

State attacked?  

 

Why pass her over, and aim the blow at New England? New England came reluctantly into the 

policy. In 1824 a majority of her delegation was opposed to it. From the largest State of New 

England there was but a solitary vote in favor of the bill. That enterprising people can readily 

accommodate their industry to any policy, provided it be settled. They supposed this was fixed, 

and they submitted to the decrees of government. And the progress of public opinion has kept 

pace with the developments of the benefits of the system.  

 

Now, all New England, at least in this house (with the exception of one small still voice) is in 

favor of the system. In 1824 all Maryland was against it; now the majority is for it. Then, 

Louisiana, with one exception, was opposed to it; now, without any exception, she is in favor of 

it. The march of public sentiment is to the South. Virginia will be the next convert; and in less 



than seven years, if there be no obstacles from political causes, or prejudices industriously 

instilled, the majority of eastern Virginia will be, as the majority of western Virginia now is, in 

favor of the American System. North Carolina will follow later, but not less certainly. Eastern 

Tennessee is now in favor of the system. And finally, its doctrines will pervade the whole Union, 

and the wonder will be, that they ever should have been opposed. 
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