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Was THE CrviL WAR A TOoTAL WAR?

Mark E. Neely, Jr.

IN A RECENT ARTICLE, Charles Strozier, a Lincoln biographer and co-
director of the Center on Violence and Human Survival, argues that the
United States’ demand for unconditional surrender in World War 11,
and ultimately the use of two atomic bombs on Japan, found antecedents
in President Lincoln’s surrender terms in the Civil War.

Precedent, it might be said, is everything in human affairs. [Franklin D.]
Roosevelt’s inventive reading of the surrender at Appomattox draws us back
into that most curious of American events, the Civil War, as the crucible in
which the doctrine of unconditional surrender was forged. In this first of
modern wars, a new technological capacity to kill and destroy emerged, along
with a strikingly new set of ideas about military strategy, the relationship
between a fighting army and noncombatant civilians, and the criteria that
determine when war is over. The latter are of enormous significance and relate
directly to the brutality, length, and totality of twentieth-century warfare.

The crucial term here is not unconditional surrender, a phrase perhaps
coined by Gen. Ulysses S. Grant at Fort Donelson early in 1862, but
the idea of rorality in war, a concept that comes from our own century.
“It was Lincoln, Grant, and the Civil War that incorporated total war
into modern experience,” Strozier maintains. “There is a clear connection
here between the emerging nation-state, a new type of deadly warfare,
and an ending in which an enemy capitulates completely. To put it
epigrammatically, the totality of the modern state seems to require
unconditional surrender as a necessary correlative of its total wars. The
American Civil War brought that into focus.”

The assertion that the United States insisted on unconditional surrender
in the Civil War can be quickly proven wrong. Grant’s terms at Fort

" Charles Strozier, **The Tragedy of Unconditional Surrender,” Military History Quarterly
2 (Spring 1990): 12, 14; Charles Strozier, Unconditional Surrender and the Rhetoric of
Total War: From Truman to Lincoln, Center on Violence and Human Survival Occasional
Paper Number 2 ([New York]: Center on Violence and Human Survival, 1987). See also
James M. McPherson, Lincoln and the Strategy of Unconditional Surrender (Gettysburg,
Pa.: Gettysburg College, 1984), 11-13, 23-24.

Civil War History, Vol. XXXVII, No. 1, © 199] by the Kent State University Press



6 CIVIL WAR HISTORY

Donelson were not those of Abraham Lincoln in Washington. As the
war approached its’ conclusion, Lincoln on three occasions wrote his
peace terms down on paper. In the first instance, instead of demanding
unconditional surrender, he insisted on two conditions for surrender. On
July 9, 1864, he told Horace Greeley, who was about to meet Confederate
agents in Canada, *“If you can find, any person anywhere professing to
have any proposition of Jefferson Davis in writing, for peace, embracing
the restoration of the Union and abandonment of slavery, whatever else

would negotiate any other terms the Confederate agents might have
mind. As the summer wore on, the Northern miiitary cause, and wi
it Republican political fortunes, sank dangerously low. On August 24,
Lincoln drafted a letter about peace for New York Times editor Henry
J. Raymond, saying, ‘‘...you will propose, on behalf this government,
that upon the restoration of the Union and the national authority, the
war shall cease at once, all remaining questions to be left for adjustment
by peaceful modes.”’ The president chose not to use this letter and later
insisted on the two conditions previously stipulated to Greeley, but he
remained willing to negotiate other things.?

o True, Congress might have some say as well, and Union and eman-

' cipation amounted to a great deal when one considers that the Confederate
states seceded in order to become an independent nation and a slave
republic. Yet there were many other things a less lenient president might
reasonably have demanded: the exclusion of Confederate political leaders
from future public office, disfranchisement of Confederate soldiers,
enfranchisement of freed blacks, legal protection for the Republican
party in former Confederate states, recognition of West Virginia’s state-

hood, the partition of other Southern states, no reprisuls against ex-
slaves who served in Union armies, and so on. More important, agreement
to the abandonment of slavery did not consider how slavery would be
abandoned, and this would matter a great deal five months later at the
Hampton Roads peace conference, discussed below. For the purposes of
this article, however, what Lincoln might have insisted upon is not the
point. The point is that he had, for much of the Civil War at least, only
two conditions for surrender. Abraham Lincoln was nor committed to
unconditional surrender.

By January 31, 1865, as Confederate resistance appeared increasingly
sénseless, Lincoln added a third condition (in his instructions to Secretary
of State William H. Seward for the Hampton Roads peace conference):
“*No cessation of hostilities short of an end of the war, and the disbanding
of all forces hostile to the government.” Such conditions more nearly
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* Roy P. Basler ct al., eds., The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, 9 vols. (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1953-1955), vol. 7, 435, 517. (ltalics mine.)
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approached unconditional surrender, but Lincoln also instructed Seward
to tell the Confederate peace commissioners ‘“‘that all propositions of
theirs not inconsistent’ with the above, will be considered and passed
upon in a spirit of sincere liberality.” Thus, Lincoln was still willing to
egotiate on other matters if the Confederates agreed to Union, eman-
cipation, and peace.’

For their part, the Confederates considered Lincoln’s peace terms
tantamount to unconditional surrender. This was especially true of
President Jefferson Davis, who never shared the optimism of the Con-
federate negotiators at Hampton Roads. When the Southern commis-
sioners returned, Davis saw to it that the report on the conference given
to the Confederate Congress embodied his own view that Lincoln had
refused to offer any terms except “those which the conqueror may grant,
or to permit us to have peace on any other basis than our unconditional
submission in their rule....” Though Davis described the terms as
“unconditional submission,” Lincoln, after returning to Washington,
immediately drafted a bill offering $400 million as compensation for
slaves if the rebellion ended before April. He had discussed compensated
emancipation at Hampton Roads. In other words, to say that Lincoln’s
terms amounted to unconditional surrender is to adopt the views of his
worst political enemy, Jefferson Davis himself.*

The attribution of the concept of unconditional surrender to Lincoln
has gained prominence only recently in serious historical writing, but
the idea in which it is rooted, that of the Civil War as a total war, has
been around a long while. In fact, it might be said to constitute the
regnant interpretation of the nature of the great American conflict. Its
appeal transcends the sections in Civil War debates, and the idea lies at
the heart of most modern interpretations of the war by the most respected
and artful writers.

The idea of total war was first applied to the Civil War in an article
about William T. Sherman published in the Journal of Southern History
in 1948: John B. Walters’s “General William T. Sherman and Total
War”* After this initial use of the term, it was quickly adopted by

' Ibid., vol. 8, 250-51.

* Edward Chase Kirkland, The Peacemakers of 1864 (New York: Macmillan, 1927), 253,
258; Basler et al., vol. 8, 260-61.

' John B. Walters, ""General William T. Sherman and Total War," Journal of Southern
History 14 (November 1948): 447-80. See also John B. Walters, Merchant of Terror:
General Sherman and Total War (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1973). Phillip Paludan
mistakes the origins of Walters's ideas as being a product of the Viet Nam War era,
ignoring the anti-Yankee roots of the idea apparent in the earlier article. See Philip
Paludan, *“A People’s Contest*’: The Union and the Civil War (New York: Harper &
Row, 1988), 456. Other books on Sherman embracing the total war thesis include: John

Press, 1956); Burke Davis, Sherman's March (New York: Random House, 1980): an
James M. Reston, Jr., Sherman's March and Vier Nam (New York: Macmillian, 1984).

G. Barrett, Sherman's March through the Carolinas (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina7 /// /
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T. Harry Williams, whose influential book Lincoln and His Generals,
published in 1952, began with this memorable sentence: *“The Civil War
was the first of the modern total wars, and the American democracy
was almost totally unready to fight it.” Among the more popular Civil
War writers, the idea also fared well. Bruce Catton, for example, wrote
in a 1964 essay on ‘“The Generalship of Ulysses S. Grant” that ‘“‘He
was fighting ... a total war, and in a total war the eneiny’s economy is
to be undermined in any way possibie.” Scholarly writers continued to
use the term as well. In his masterful Bartle Cry of Freedom: The Civi!
War Era, Princeton University’s James M. McPherson writes, ‘“‘By 1863,
Lincoln’s remarkable abilities gave him a wide edge over Davis as a war
leader, while in Grant and Sherman the North acquired commanders
with a concept of total war and the necessary determination to make it
succeed.” Professor McPherson’s book forms part of the prestigious
Oxford History of the United States. In another landmark volume, ‘A
People’s Contest’’: The Union and the Civil War (Harper & Row’s New
American Nation series), historian Phillip Shaw Paludan writes, “Grant’s
war making has come to stand for the American way of war. For one
thing, that image is one of total war demanding unconditional surrender.”®

Surely any idea about the military conduct of the Civil War that has
been championed by Williams, Catton, McPherson, and Paludan, that
is embodied in the Oxford History of the United States and in the New
American Nation series, can fairly be called accepted wisdom on the
subject. Most writers on the military history of the war, if forced to
articulate a brief general description of the nature of that conflict, would
now say, as McPherson has, that the Civil War began in 1861 with a
purpose in the North ‘“to suppress this insurrection and restore loyal
Unionists to control of the southern states. The conflict was therefore
a limited war. .. with the limited goal of restoring the status quo ante
bellum, not an unlimited war to destroy an enemy nation and reshape
its society.”” Gradually, or as McPherson puts it, “willy-nilly,”’ the war
became ‘‘a total war rather than a limited one.”’ Eventually, “Union
generals William Tecumseh Sherman and Philip Sheridan saw more
clearly than anyone else the nature of modern, total war, a war between
peoples rather than simply between armies, a war in which the fighting
left nothing untouched or unchanged.” President Lincoln came to realize
the nature of the military contest and “‘sanctioned this policy of ‘being
terrible’ on the enemy.” Finally, “when the Civil War became a total

* T. Harry Williams, Lincoln and His Generals (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952), 3;
Bruce Catton, “The Generalship of Ulysses S. Grant.” in Grant, Lee, Lincoln and the
Radicals: Essays on Civil War Leadership, ed. Grady McWhiney (New York: Harper
Colophon, 1966), 8; James M. McPherson, Barile Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988), 857;: Paludan, 296.
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war, the invading army intentionally destroyed the economic capacity
of the South to wage war.”” Northern victory resulted from this gradual
realization and the subsequent application of new and harsh doctrines
in the war’s later phase.’

The idea of total war embodies a rare quality among interpretations
of the American Civil War: it is without sectional bias. Walters, after
all, was a Southerner; he saw in Sherman’s doctrines the breeding ground
of a counter-productive hatred at odds with the North’s mission to heal
the nation after the war. Williams and Catton were both Northerners,
and James McPherson and Phillip Paludan might fairly be termed neo-
abolitionist in their interpretations of the war. Yet all agree that it was
a total war. Modern writers on the Confederacy alse remain ready io
regard the war as a total war. Indeed, the idea provides the key to
historian Emory M. Thomas’s book, The Confederacy as a Revolutionary
Experience, which argued that “by 1865, under the pressure of total war,
the Confederate South had surrendered most of iis cherished way of
fife.™®

Northerner and Southerner alike have come to agree on the use of
this term, total war, but what does it mean exactly? It was never used
in the Civil War itself. Where does it come from?

The roots of the term are instructive. It was coined in 1921 by Giulio
Doubhet, the pioneering Italian advocate of air power, when he wrote:
“The prevailing forms of social organization have given war a character
of national totality—that is, the entire population and all the resources
of a naticn are sucked into the maw of war. And, since society 1S now
definitely evolving along this line, it is within the power of human
foresight to see now that future wars will be total in character and
scope.” Such ideas were rife in the 1920s among military thinkers who
had witnessed the appalling slaughter on the Western Front in the Great
War, and who fancied how much better it would be to vault over the
stalemated trenches and attack the enemy’s industries and centers of
population remote from their armies.’

" James M. McPherson, *‘Lincoln and the Second American Revolution,” in Abraham
Lincoln and the American Political Tradition, ed. John L. Thomas (Ambherst: Univ. of
Massachusetts Press, 1986), 148, 149, 151, 145-55.

* Walters, “*General Sherman and Total War,” 480:; Emory M. Thomas, The Confederacy
as a Revolutionary Experience (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1971), 135.

* Giulio Douhet, Commarid of the Air (Eng. trans. New York: Coward, McCann, 1942),
5-6; Klaus Knorr, **Military Power Potential,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social
Sciences, ed. David L. Sills (New York: MacMillan, 1968), vol. 10, 327: Michael Sherry,
The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon (New Haven: Yale Univ.
Press, 1987), 24; Edward Warner, **Douhet, Mitchell, Severksy: Theories of Air Warfare,”
in Makers of Modern Strategy: Military Thought from Machiavelli to Hitler, ed. Edward
Mead Earle (New York: Athenecum, 1966), 488.
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Although the idea began mainly as an apology for air power, and is
therefore virtually unthinkable outside a technological environment that
includes airplanes and strategic bombing, it was related to another term
that originated in the 1920s and shared the same root word, rotalitar-
ianism. In fact, the first book to use total war in its title was Der Totale
Krieg, written by the German Great War general Erich Ludendorff, and
published in Munich in 1935. Ludendorff used the term to suggest that
modern wars fought by the totality of society needed totalitarian political
control by a general at the top, a military dictator (presumably Ludendorff
himseif).®

These seem like strangely unattractive origins for an idea that would
take American historians by storm. Douhet briefly served the Fascists
in Rome and his works were republished by them, while Ludendorff’s
ideas were conservative competitors of Adolf Hitler’s. Nevertheless, total
war took on a new meaning and respectability during World War 11,
when it invoked, along with its old associations, the idea of planning
and mobilization of the domestic economy for the war effort. In the
1940s, titles began appearing such as these: Total War: The Economic
Theory of a War Economy (1943) by Burnham P. Beckwith; Fiscal
Planning for Total War (1942) by William Leonard Crum; and Finuncing
Total War (1942) by Robert M. Haig." World War 11 became synonymous
with total war, and greatly accelerated interest in the idea and use of
the term. In 1646, for example, constitutional scholar Edward Corwin
delivered a series of lectures at the University of Michigan called “Total
War and the Constitution.” By 1948, John B. Walters began his landmark
article on Sherman by saying, “Within recent years the term ‘total war’
has become . . . definitely accepted as a part of the everyday vocabulary.’1

Unfortunately, like many parts of everyday vocabulary, total war is
a loose term with several meanings. Since World War II, it has come
to mean, in part, a war requiring the full economic mobilization of a
society. From the start, it meant the obverse of that idea as well: making
war on the economic resources of the enemy rather than directly on its
armed forces alone. Yet there was nothing really new about attacking
an enemy’s economic resources; that was the very essence of navai
bleckades and they long predated the Civil War. The crucial and terrible

" Hans Speier, "‘Ludendorff: The German Concept of Total War,” -in Earle, 307, 308,
J15-17.

'" Published respectively by Meador in Boston, the National Bureau of Economic Research
in New York, and Columbia University Press.

* Walters, **General Sherman and Total War,” 447; Edward S. Corwin, Total War and
the Constitution: Five Lectures Delivered on the William W. Cook Foundation at the
University of Michigan, March 1946 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947). Note also the
title of one of the standard histories of World War I1: Peter Calvorcoressi et al.. Toral
War: Causes and Courses of the Second War (New York: Pantheon, 1989).
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new aspect of the notion of total war was embodied in the following
idea, part of a definition of the term cited in the Oxford English

Dictionary: *'Every citizen is in a sensc a combatant and also the object
of attack.” Every systematic definition of the term embodies the concept
of destroying the ages-old distinction between civilians and soldiers,
whatever other ideas may be present. Another citation in the OED, for
example, terms it ‘“‘a war to which all resources and the whole population
AFE ERmedi ooy & Wik condueted Witheut any seruple oF limi-
tations.” Webster's . .. Unabridged dictionary describes tucal war as *‘war-
fare that uses all possible means of attack, military, scientific, and
psychological, against both enemy troops and civilians.” And James
Turner Johnson, in his study of Just War Tradition and the Restraint
of War, asserts that in total war “‘there must be disregard of restraints
imposed by custom, law, and morality on the prosecution of the war.
Especially, . . . total war bears hardest on noncombatants, whose tradi-
tional protection from harm according to the traditions of just and
limited warfare appears to evaporate here.”"

Close application of this twentieth-century term, the product of the
age of strategic bombing and blitzkrieg and powerful totalitarian gov-
ernments capable of mobilizing science and psychology, to the Civil War
seems fraught with difficulty. Surely no one believes, for example, that
the Civil War was fought “without any scruple or limitations.” From
the ten thousand plus pages of documents in the eight full volumes of
the Official Records dealing with prisoners of war, to the many copies
of General Orders No. 100, a brief code of the laws of war distributed
throughout the Union army in 1863, evidence abounds that this war
knew careful limitation and conscientious scruple. Even World War 11
followed the rules bearing on prisoners of war. Any assessment of the
Civil War’s nearness to being a total war can be no more than that: an
assertion that it approacked total war in some ways. By no definition
of the term can it be said to be a total war.

Occasionally, the term total war approximates the meaning of mo-
dernity. T. Harry Williams used the terms interchangeably, as in this
passage from a later work in which he hedged a bit on calling the Civil
War a total war: “Trite it may be to say that the Civil War was the
first of the modern wars, but this is a truth that needs to be repeated.
If the Civil War was not quite total, it missed totality by only a narrow
margin.”’ '

" Oxford English Dictionary, 2d ed., 18:286-87; James Turner Johnson, Just War
Tradition and the Restraint of War: A Moral and Historical Inquiry (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton Univ. Press, 1981), 229. The U.S. Department of Defense, incidentally, says
that the term is “not to be used.” See Joint Chiefs of Staff, Department of Defense
Dictionary of Military Terms (New York: Arco, 1988), 362.

" T. Harry Williams, Americans at War: The Development of the American Military
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definition of total war to measure the proximity of the Civil War to it?
Surely this can be done, and short of a study of the Civil War day by
day, there can hardly be any other test.

William T. Sherman, Ulysses S. Grant, and Philip H. Sheridan are
the obvious figures for study, with particular emphasis on the March to
the Sea and the campaign in the Carolinas from 1864 to 1865, and
actions in northern Virginia in 1864. Likewise, some attention to President
Lincoln’s views wouid also fit the traditions of the literature on - this
subject.

Sherman is the Civil War soldier most often quoted on the subject of
total war. An article about him gave rise to this interpretation of the
Civil War, and indeed it is now widely held that, as historian John F.
Marszalek has expressed it, William T. Sherman was the “Inventor of
Total Warfare.”* ““We are not only fighting hostile armies, but a hostile
people, and must make old and young, rich and poor, feel the hard
hand of war, as well as their organized armies,” Sherman told Gen.
Henry W. Halleck on Christmas Eve, 1864. As early as October 1862
he said, ““We cannot change the hearts of these people of the South,
but we can make war so terrible...[and] make them so sick of war
that generations would pass away before they would again appeal to
i)

The gift of sounding like a twentieth-century man was peculiarly
Sherman’s. Nearly every other Civil War general sounds ancient by
comparison, but many historians may have allowed themselves to be
fooled by his style while ignoring the substance of his campaigns.

Historians, moreover, quote Sherman selectively. In fact, he said many
things and when gathered together they do not add up to any coherent
“‘total-war phifosophy,” as one historian describes it. Sherman was not
a philosopher; he was a general and a garrulous one at that. “He talked
incessantly and more rapidly than any man I ever saw,” Maj. John
Chipman Gray reported. “It would be easier to say what he did not
talk about than what he did.” Chauncey Depew said Sherman was ‘“‘the
readiest and most original talker in the United States.”” And what Sherman
said during the war was often provoked by exasperating, momentary
circumstance. Therefore, he occasionally uttered frightening statements.
“To secure the safety of the navigation of the Mississippi River I would
slay millions,” Sherman told Gen. John A. Logan on December 21,
1863. ““On that point I am not only insane, but mad. . .. For every bullet
shot at a steam-boat, I would shoot a thousand 30-pounder Parrotts
into even helpless towns on Red, Oachita, Yazoo, or wherever a boat

* John F. Marszalek, “The Inventor of Total Warfare,” Notre Dame Magazine 18
(Summer 1989), 28-31.
* OR 44:798; OR 17, pt. 2:261.
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can fleat or soldier march.” This statement was all the more striking,
coming from a man widely reputed by newspaper critics to be insane.
On another occasion, Sherman said, “To the petulant and persistent
secessionists, why, death is mercy, and the quicker he or she is disposed
of the better” (italics added).:

In other moods and in different circumstances, Sherman could sound
as mild as Robert E. Lee. “War,” the alleged inventor of total war wrote
on April 19, 1863, “‘at best is barbarism, but to involve all—children,
women, old and helpless—is more than can be justified’”” And he went
on to caution against seizing so many stores that family necessities were
endangered. Later, in the summe, of 1863, when General Sherman sent
a cavalry expedition toward Memphis from Mississippi, General Grant
instructed him to “‘impress upon the men the importance of going through
the State in an orderly manner, abstaining from taking anything not
absolutely necessary for their subsistence while travelling. They should
try to create as favorable an impression as possible upon the people...."”
These may seem hopeless orders to give General Sherman, but his
enthusiastic reply was this: “It will give me excessive pleasure to instruct
the Cavalry as you direct, for the Policy you point out meets every wish
of my heart.”

Scholars who pay less heed to the seductively modern sound of
Sherman’s harsher statements, and look closely instead at what he actually
did on his celebrated campaigns in Georgia and the Carolinas, find a
nineteenth-century soldier at work—certainly not a man who made war
on noncombatants. Joseph T. Glatthaar’s study of Sherman’s campaigns
confirmed that, for the most part, Sherman’s men did not physically
abuse civilians who kept to themselves: atrocities were suffered mostly
by soldiers on both sides; in Georgia and the Carolinas, Sherman'’s army
recovered the bodies of at lcast 172 Union soldiers hanged, shot in the
head at close range, with their throats slit, or “‘actually butchered.” And
only in South Carolina, the state blamed for starting the war, did Sherman
fail to restrain his men in their destruction of private property. Before
the idea of total war came to Civil War studies, shrewd students of the
conflict had noted the essentially nineteenth-century nature of Sherman’s
campaigns. Gamaliel Bradford’s Union Portraits, for example, written
during World War I, observed: “Events. .. have made the vandalism of
Sherman seem like discipline and order. The injury done by him seldom

* McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 809: john Chipman Gray and John Codman
Ropes, War Letters 1862-1865 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1927), 425, 427; Edmund
Wilson, Patriotic Gore: Studies in the Literature of the American Civil War (New York:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1962), 205; OR 31, pt. 3:459; OR 32, pt. 2:281.

* OR 24, pt. 2:209; John Y. Simon, ed., The Papers of Ulysses S. Grant, 16 vols. to
date (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. Press. 1967- ), 9:155, 156n.







