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The Civil War remains one of the most transformative conflicts in American history, not only because
of its scale and brutality but also due to the evolution of military strategy and political thinking
behind it. Central to understanding this transformation is examining how Abraham Lincoln’s
perceptions and policies shifted over the course of the war, ultimately leading to the adoption of
total war tactics. Initially committed to preserving the Union through conventional means, Lincoln's
perspective expanded in scope and severity, reflecting a profound change in how he believed the
conflict should be fought to achieve victory and secure the nation’s future. This article explores the
key changes in Lincoln's thinking that contributed to the shift toward total war, including his
evolving views on emancipation, military strategy, and the moral dimensions of the conflict.

Early Civil War Strategies and Lincoln’s Initial
Approach

Preservation of the Union as the Primary Goal

At the outset of the Civil War, Lincoln’s primary objective was the preservation of the Union. He
sought a swift, decisive victory that would restore federal authority without necessarily altering the
existing social or political order. This approach was rooted in traditional military strategy,
emphasizing conventional battles, blockade, and limited engagement.

Limited War and Conventional Tactics

Lincoln initially relied on traditional means of warfare, focusing on engaging Confederate armies
directly and avoiding unnecessary destruction of civilian infrastructure. He believed that victory
could be achieved through strategic battles, such as the First Battle of Bull Run and the Siege of
Vicksburg, without resorting to scorched-earth tactics.

Shift in Lincoln’s Thinking: The Influence of
Emancipation and Moral Considerations



The Emancipation Proclamation as a Turning Point

One of the most significant shifts in Lincoln’s thinking occurred with the issuance of the
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. Initially, Lincoln had hesitated to make emancipation a central
war goal, fearing it might alienate border states or prolong the conflict. However, as the war
progressed, he recognized the moral and strategic importance of undermining the Confederacy’s
social and economic foundations by targeting slavery.

Key impacts of emancipation on Lincoln’s thinking:

- Framing the war as a moral crusade against slavery.

- Encouraging enslaved people to escape or revolt, thereby weakening Confederate labor and
support.

- Allowing the enlistment of Black soldiers, transforming the Union army and broadening its moral
purpose.

Recognition of the War’s Moral Dimensions

Lincoln’s evolving understanding of the moral stakes of the war influenced his willingness to adopt
more aggressive strategies. He increasingly viewed the conflict not merely as a political struggle but
as a moral imperative to end slavery and uphold human rights, which justified more extensive
military actions.

The Adoption of Total War Strategies

Definition of Total War

Total war refers to a conflict where all of a nation’s resources—military, economic, and civilian—are
mobilized to achieve victory. It often involves targeting not just enemy armies but also
infrastructure, supply lines, and civilian morale.

Shifts Toward Total War in Lincoln’s Leadership

As the war dragged on, Lincoln became more receptive to strategies that would bring about a swift
end, even at the cost of widespread destruction. This shift was influenced by military leaders like
Ulysses S. Grant and William Tecumseh Sherman, who demonstrated the effectiveness of such
tactics.

Key developments include:

- Grant’s campaigns in the Wilderness and the Siege of Petersburg, which aimed to destroy
Confederate armies and resources systematically.

- Sherman's March to the Sea in 1864, which involved a scorched-earth campaign across Georgia,
aiming to break the Confederacy’s will to fight by destroying its economic and civilian infrastructure.



The Role of Military and Political Leaders

Lincoln’s trust in generals like Grant and Sherman facilitated the adoption of total war strategies.
These military leaders believed that only by destroying the Confederacy’s capacity to sustain war
could the Union achieve unconditional victory.

Lincoln’s Evolving Justification for Total War

From Caution to Unconditional Surrender

Initially, Lincoln sought to avoid unnecessary devastation, emphasizing a quick and humane victory.
However, persistent Confederate resistance and ongoing threats pushed him toward endorsing more
aggressive tactics.

Manifestations of this shift:

- The issuance of the Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction, signaling a firm stance on
reunification.

- The endorsement of generals’ strategies that involved broader destruction, reflecting a belief that
total victory required total warfare.

Legal and Moral Justifications

Lincoln justified total war as a necessary means to restore the Union and end slavery, framing it as a
moral crusade. He believed that the destruction of Confederate resources and infrastructure was
justified to secure the fundamental rights of enslaved people and ensure national reunification.

Impact of Lincoln’s Change in Thinking on the Civil
War’s Outcome

Acceleration of the Union Victory

The shift toward total war strategies under Lincoln’s leadership contributed significantly to
accelerating the Union victory. By targeting the Confederacy’s economic and military infrastructure,
the Union exhausted Confederate resources and morale, leading to its eventual collapse.

Long-term Effects on Warfare and Reconstruction

Lincoln’s acceptance of total war set a precedent for modern warfare, emphasizing the importance
of comprehensive military strategies that include civilian targets. It also influenced post-war

policies, including Reconstruction efforts aimed at rebuilding the South and addressing the causes of
the conflict.



Conclusion

In summary, Abraham Lincoln’s thinking evolved dramatically throughout the Civil War, from a
cautious approach focused solely on preserving the Union to a more expansive, morally driven
strategy that embraced total war tactics. This evolution was driven by various factors, including the
moral imperative of ending slavery, the influence of military leaders advocating for total destruction
of Confederate resources, and Lincoln’s own recognition of the necessity of decisive and
comprehensive action to preserve the Union. His transformation in strategy not only played a crucial
role in the Union’s victory but also reshaped the nature of warfare in the modern era, emphasizing
the importance of total mobilization and moral purpose in achieving national objectives.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did Abraham Lincoln's views on the Confederacy evolve to
justify total war during the Civil War?

Initially, Lincoln aimed to preserve the Union with limited military action, but as the Confederacy
persisted and violence intensified, he recognized the need to crush the rebellion completely. This
shift led him to support a total war strategy to restore the Union and end slavery, emphasizing the
importance of destroying the Confederacy's capacity to sustain itself.

What role did Lincoln's changing perception of emancipation
play in adopting total war tactics?

Lincoln's shift from a focus solely on Union preservation to embracing emancipation as a war aim
expanded the scope of conflict. This change justified more aggressive military measures, including
targeting the Confederacy's economic and social infrastructure, aligning with total war principles.

How did Lincoln's military and political considerations
influence his move toward total war?

Lincoln recognized that defeating the Confederacy required destroying its capacity to fight, which
involved devastating its resources and infrastructure. Politically, he saw total war as necessary to
hasten Union victory and abolish slavery, thereby shaping his strategic decisions.

In what ways did the concept of total war reflect Lincoln's
changing thinking about the purpose of the Civil War?

Lincoln's evolving thinking transformed the war from a limited conflict to a total war aimed at
complete subjugation of the Confederacy and abolition of slavery. This shift emphasized not just
restoring the Union but also fundamentally transforming American society.



How did Lincoln's leadership during the Civil War exemplify a
change towards total war strategies?

Lincoln authorized the use of widespread military campaigns, including the destruction of Southern
infrastructure and resources, exemplifying a total war approach. His leadership reflected an
understanding that a decisive victory required comprehensive and aggressive tactics.

What influence did the writings of military strategists like
Sherman have on Lincoln’s thinking about total war?

Generals like William Tecumseh Sherman demonstrated the effectiveness of total war tactics, such
as scorched-earth campaigns, which Lincoln supported. These strategies reinforced his belief that
total war was necessary to end the rebellion swiftly and decisively.

How did Lincoln’s evolving attitude toward the Confederacy's
surrender terms indicate a shift toward total war?

Lincoln became less willing to accept lenient surrender terms and instead supported harsh measures
to completely dismantle the Confederacy’s war effort. This change reflected his acceptance of total
war principles aimed at total victory and the complete submission of the Confederacy.

Additional Resources
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The American Civil War, fought from 1861 to 1865, remains one of the most defining conflicts in
U.S. history. At its outset, many viewed the war as a traditional conflict—focused on restoring the
Union and ending secession. However, as the war progressed, President Abraham Lincoln's
approach and strategic thinking evolved dramatically, ultimately leading to the unprecedented scale
and intensity of the conflict known as "total war." This transformation in Lincoln’s mindset was
driven by a combination of military exigencies, political realities, moral considerations, and the
evolving understanding of the war’s purpose. Understanding this shift is crucial not only to grasping
the course of the Civil War but also to appreciating how Lincoln’s leadership helped redefine
warfare and the American nation.

Early War Mindset: A Focus on Preservation and Limited Warfare

At the start of the Civil War, Lincoln’s primary goal was to preserve the Union. His initial military
strategy was cautious, emphasizing restraint and limited objectives. The President believed that the
conflict should be confined to restoring the constitutional union, avoiding unnecessary destruction
or escalation.

Key themes of Lincoln’s early thinking included:

- Avoidance of unnecessary destruction: Lincoln aimed to prevent the war from becoming a
destructive, indiscriminate conflict.



- Limited aims: His initial focus was on reintegration rather than punishing the Confederacy.

- Legal and constitutional constraints: Lincoln saw the conflict within the framework of existing laws,
emphasizing legal processes like blockades and military campaigns that aligned with traditional
warfare.

This approach reflected a desire to maintain moral authority and avoid alienating moderate
Unionists or foreign powers. It also echoed the traditional European model of warfare, emphasizing
decisive battles and strategic territory control.

The Turning Point: The Emancipation Proclamation and War Goals

By 1862, Lincoln’s thinking began to shift markedly, influenced by both military realities and moral
imperatives.

Factors contributing to this shift included:

- Military stalemate and the need for new strategies: Early Union campaigns faced setbacks,
prompting reconsideration of tactics.

- The abolitionist movement: Growing pressure from abolitionists and moral advocates pushed
Lincoln toward acknowledging slavery as intertwined with the war effort.

- The Emancipation Proclamation (1863): This executive order marked a significant change.
Originally, Lincoln’s goal was to restore the Union, but with the Proclamation, he explicitly linked
the war to ending slavery—transforming the conflict into a fight against the institution of slavery
itself.

Implications of this shift:

- The Union now pursued a dual purpose: reunification and abolition.

- The war’s moral stakes were elevated, framing it as a fight for human liberty.

- It also allowed the Union to justify harsher military measures, including targeting the
Confederacy’s economic and social foundations.

This period marked the beginning of a broader understanding of the war as a moral crusade, rather
than solely a political or territorial dispute.

From Limited War to Total War: The Changing Strategic Perspective

As the conflict extended into 1864 and 1865, Lincoln’s thinking evolved further, embracing the
concept of "total war." This approach aimed to destroy not only Confederate armies but also their
economic resources, infrastructure, and morale.

Key developments that exemplify this shift include:

- The fall of Atlanta (1864): General William Tecumseh Sherman’s campaign demonstrated a strategy
of destroying Confederate supply lines, factories, and civilian infrastructure.

- Sherman’s March to the Sea: This campaign epitomized total war by targeting civilian property,
disrupting the Confederate war effort, and breaking the South’s will to continue fighting.



- Lincoln’s support for harsh measures: Recognizing that the Confederacy’s survival depended on its
economic and social systems, Lincoln increasingly endorsed policies that targeted these aspects.

Why did Lincoln embrace total war?

- Military necessity: The Confederacy’s resilience and the protracted nature of the war demanded
more aggressive strategies.

- Political resolve: Lincoln believed that decisive action was necessary to end the conflict swiftly and
prevent further loss of life.

- Moral evolution: The moral imperative to end slavery and crush the rebellion aligned with more
comprehensive military tactics.

Legal and ethical considerations:

Lincoln’s authorization of such measures was nuanced. While total war involved targeting
infrastructure and civilian resources, Lincoln maintained that these measures were justified by the
rebellion’s threat to the Union and human liberty.

The Role of Military Advisors and Civilian Leadership
Lincoln’s transformation was also shaped by his interactions with military leaders and advisors.

- Militarily pragmatic: Leaders like Ulysses S. Grant and William Tecumseh Sherman advocated for
aggressive strategies, emphasizing the importance of destroying the Confederacy’s capacity to fight.
- Politically cautious: Lincoln balanced military necessity with political considerations, ensuring that
harsh measures did not alienate the Northern electorate.

- Morally driven: His evolving views on slavery and human rights influenced his support for
strategies that targeted the economic and social structures sustaining slavery.

Lincoln’s ability to adapt his thinking, balancing military pragmatism with moral conviction, was
crucial in evolving the Civil War into a total war.

Impact of Lincoln’s Changing Philosophy on Civil War Tactics and Outcomes
Lincoln’s shift towards supporting total war strategies had profound effects:

- Accelerated Confederate collapse: The destruction of resources and infrastructure hastened the
Confederacy’s defeat.

- Redefined warfare: The Civil War became the first modern total war in history, setting precedents
for future conflicts.

- Post-war consequences: The total war approach contributed to the Union’s victory but also resulted
in significant destruction and hardship, especially in the South.

Furthermore, Lincoln’s leadership demonstrated that warfare could be driven by moral purpose and
strategic necessity, influencing military and political thought well beyond the Civil War.



Conclusion: Lincoln’s Moral and Strategic Evolution

The evolution of Abraham Lincoln’s thinking from cautious, limited warfare to embracing total war
reflects a complex interplay of military exigencies, moral imperatives, and political realities. What
began as a desire to preserve the Union grew into a moral crusade against slavery and a
comprehensive strategy to end the Confederacy’s capacity to continue fighting. Lincoln’s ability to
adapt his mindset and support aggressive tactics transformed the Civil War into a total war—an
unprecedented conflagration that ultimately reshaped the United States and the nature of warfare
itself.

By understanding this evolution, we gain insight into Lincoln’s leadership and the profound moral
and strategic principles that underpinned one of history’s most consequential conflicts. The total war
waged by the Union was not merely a military decision but a reflection of Lincoln’s deepening moral
convictions and strategic resolve—an enduring testament to his vision of a united, free America.
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