
Private Citizens: Government Behind Closed Doors 
 

 United States Of America, a nation with a history as colorful as its flag. One of 

the eras in the nation’s history that to this day is studied by historians is the American 

Civil War. The American Civil war took place from April of 1861 to April of 1865, 

resulting in one of the most gruesome and bloodiest chapters in America’s history. What 

a lot of people never realize, is that the war was not just a series of battles fought 

between two sides of a once unified country, but it was a war surrounded by politics that 

were influenced by many great people at the time. A private citizen by the name of 

Francis Lieber, is one of the great unsung heroes of the civil war.  

 In order to understand the accomplishments of Francis Lieber, you first need to 

look at the events that made up the man behind the accomplishments. As a young boy, 

he grew up in the chaos that was the Napoleonic Wars; old enough to participate in the 

battle of Waterloo. After which he continued his study of the teachings of Friedrich 

Ludwig Jahn1. This shows how Lieber was dedicated enough to not only learn about 

what he believed in, but also willing to fight for what he believed in. After going into war, 

no man ever returns the same, showing how his life possibly effected his views later on. 

Lieber soon took up mathematics in Berlin where he was labeled as liberal and a 

conspirator by the government 2. Due to Lieber’s inability to stay out of the spotlight 

because of his views and ideals, he knew something had to change. Growing up, he 

bounced around from Berlin to England, becoming more and more aware of what the 

world was really like around him. He desired more. In 1827, Lieber came to Boston 

where he took charge of a gymnasium, swimming school, and went on to convince 

influential people of his literary abilities; eresulting in the increase of his prestige among 

scholarly people in the United States 3. This not only put Lieber on the map, but gave 

him optimism of what his future could be, living in the “land of the free.” 

 Once marrying Matilda Oppenheimer in 1834, he was called to the chair of 

history and political economy in the University of South Carolina. Here he distinguished 

himself as a teacher and produced what some might say, the most valuable works of his 
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career 4. Landing a job in the South gave Lieber an insight on the second half of 

america, an observation that would come in handy when faced with decision during the 

civil war. Lieber was an informed, respected man. Because of the life he had begun to 

make for himself in the United States, he not only became more aware of the issues, 

but was seen as an asset on the Civil War to come. “Although a slaveholder himself, he 

could never accept the institution as a positive good and earnestly desired a gradual 

improvement of the slaves by elevations in gradations from slavery to serfdom and 

finally from serfdom to peasantry.” 5 This shows where Lieber’s morals where and 

foreshadow what his position will be later on in during the civil war. It is even sparked by 

letters written to pro-slavery leaders like John C. Calhoun by Lieber at the time. This 

marked the start of a long future of using his pen to make his mark in this newly 

developing nation. In 1857, Lieber became a professor at Columbia University where he 

added further to his reputation as a figure in the political science community 6. Lieber 

had come a long way from the young man he used to be in Berlin, Germany. He had 

seen a lot in his life, and his genuine desire to do what he believed in led to his overall 

acceptance by those in high positions in the government.  

 Government officials were faced with pressures one cannot even begin to fathom 

at the outbreak of the civil war. The nation looked toward them for guidance, and the 

government looked at Francis Lieber for the resolution. “No matter how many requests 

came to him from government officers, he cheerfully complied. This work, coupled with 

his labors as a propagandist for the Union cause, has led historians to recognize him as 

one of the most active and helpful of private citizens during the Civil War. 7” It’s sort of 

mind boggling to think that one man that was not even part of the government had so 

much influence in the nation’s bloodiest war even to this day. Francis Lieber, devoted to 

the ideals of democracy and freedom, was ready and willing to help out the Union, truly 

proving that the pen is mightier than the sword. Because of his time spent in the South, 

and the fact that one of his son’s even went on to fight for the confederacy, Lieber had 

obtained many southern friends and might of even had an interest in the South’s 
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philosophy of life, but it did not push him to ride the fence in any way. He went on to 

write to a friend, “Behold in me the symbol of civil war: Oscar probably on his march to 

Virginia under that flag of shame, Hamilton in the Illinois militia at Cairo, Norman writing  

today to President Lincoln for a commission in the United States Army.8” Lieber was a 

loyal member of the Union’s cause. Always siding with his fellow anti-slavery enthusiast 

from the get-go.  

 Leader of the Radical Republicans during the Civil War and Reconstruction, 

Charles Sumner, partook in various conversations between Francis Lieber and himself. 

One short letter that stands out is regarding Lieber’s stand on slavery. One of the many 

controversial topics on the table during the Civil War. This view of Lieber is seen 

lingering all throughout the war, making an important stride toward anti-slavery any 

chance he received.  

          [9] 

 Many historians will argue that the most important of Lieber’s contributions would 

be those in connection with drafting the Instructions for the government of armies of the 

united states in the field. it has frequently been stated since, that Lieber had a part in 

preparing these instructions, but the exact nature of that part has not been clear. 

Lieber's correspondence reveals that the original suggestion that such instructions 

should be issued was his and that it was he who did most of the actual work of 

preparing them 10. Being a professor and Columbia University and earlier position at 

South Carolina university, gave Francis Lieber that tools needed to take on such a task. 

[This excerpt from his instructions shows how strongly Lieber believed in the 

constitution. It shows his belief of innocent until proven guilty and did not let his possible 
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hatred of the confederacy to dictate whether he would be fair or immoral in the 

treatment of prisoners of war. 11] 

 

 Francis Lieber grew an interest in the constitutional and legal problems of the 

war, resulting in a well documented correspondence with Attorney-General Edward 

Bates and Major General Henry W. Halleck 12. This clearly showed the key role Francis 

Lieber played in government without ever holding an official position. He never asked 

for recognition for his contributions, he just used the morals he gained from his past to 

motivate his letters and thoughts. This can be seen as early as the first weeks of the 

war. When Lincoln suspended the privilege of the writ of habeas corpus, General 

Edward Bates received a letter regarding this controversial topic. This letter a few 

months later was revised and printed as a pamphlet, creating a widespread discussion 
13. Already it is visible the impact Lieber’s words were having on the war. Tying back to 

my original view that the civil war was a political war. A war where politicians abused 

human lives to get the results they wanted in the government. Lieber was a contributing 

factor when in came to what view a lot of people would take on during these tension 

filled times. With Lieber’s pamphlet, he influenced politicians and citizens alike.  
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 General Bates found comfort in turning to Lieber for advice on political issues. In 

October of 1863, Bates sought after Lieber’s views on the nature and force of 

constitutions, writing the following: “You know that I am liable every day, to have hard 

questions put to me, by the President and heads of Departments, and that I am bound 

to answer them, as best I can. Some of these questions touch the organization of our 

system and the ground-principles of our institutions. Often I have wished, before finally 

committing myself upon paper, to have an hour's conversation with you upon the 

subject in hand, in order that I might be either strengthened in my faith, or (my fallacies 

being made apparent) put upon a better line of thought .15” Francis Lieber has shown 

his value when it comes to difficult situations, and this quote shows how much General 

Bates grew to depend on Lieber for advice during the Civil War. The domino effect that 

Lieber created through his ideologies, reached all the way to president Lincoln. To think 

that a single private citizen was capable of this, shows how the government was truly 

being influenced by the people during the war. Once Lieber received the letter, he 

responded with a letter of his own where he traced the history of constitutions, classified 

them, and discussed their relative binding qualities 16. In a way, Lieber’s role in effecting 

the Union in a less noticeable manner was the best thing possible, as to not corrupt his 

morals with political pressure. Something that could have happened if he were to have 

held a position in government. For instance, President Lincoln’s reforms were hindered 

by political goals that he needed to maintain, because if he pursued what he truly 

wanted, a second term would not have been possible. The pressure to conform to what 

his political party wanted led to the slight change in his actions. Something that luckily 

couldn’t happen to Lieber because of his position as a private citizen. As political issues 

during the civil kept blossoming, Lieber’s letters kept coming. 

 General Bates and Francis Lieber kept discussing ideas all throughout the civil 

war. A few weeks after their conversation regarding constitutions, General Bates 

approached Lieber with the question whether a nation can blockade its own seaports. 

“such an act would involve no acknowledgment of the South as an independent power. 

‘Blockading means blocking up...’ he wrote. ‘If the books on international law use the 
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word Blockade in a distinct sense (because they treat necessarily of independent 

nations), that does not prove that it has lost its sense of blocking up or closing up in 

general.... The word does in no way affect the right that a sovereign has to cork up and 

close his own seaports’. This was but a confirmation of a position taken by Lieber more 

than a year before, when he had written to Bates that it might have been better to use 

the term ‘blocking up;’ but ‘Blockade or not Blockade, a government has a right to shut a 

port as I have a right to close my door and open another, if I see fit.’17 ” Francis Lieber 

was an intelligent man who saw things in a way that helped save the Union during the 

Civil War. His letters influences the likes of Abraham Lincoln, need I say more?  

 The year of 1863 was particularly busy for Francis Lieber. At the start, he was 

questioned about his opinion on Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus, later he gave 

his ideas on constitutions and also gave an insight on the blockade occurring at the 

time. If that wasn’t enough, Lieber went on to write to General Bates regarding General 

David Hunter’s proclamation freeing the slaves of the South Atlantic Slaves and the 

return of fugitive slaves by the military governor of North Carolina,  Edward Stanley 18. 

To many historian’s surprise, Lieber supported Lincoln’s countermanding of Hunter’s 

proclamation with the explanation of no general being able to issue a proclamation of 

such importance, basically undermining the president’s authority. Stating that Hunter 

had no right to claim to be acting under martial law since the area was not controlled by 

his army.  

 Francis Lieber, the government’s greatest kept secret, urged the president to 

declare against the return of such slaves. There should be great reasoning behind this 

at this point, wouldn’t you suppose? Lieber states that “No matter what may be 

ultimately determined upon regarding slavery in general, law, usage, and reason 

establish it as a fact, that the slave escaping during war from one belligerent to another, 

for protection, becomes thereby free. Slavery exists by municipal law; not by the law of 

nature.... when men are arrayed against each other as belligerents, municipal law falls 

from them like scales.... Our general has not only no power, but as a commander in 
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War, he has actually no faculty, to discriminate between a free and a bond man.19 ” 

Lieber having influences in parties such as the radical republicans, made this view 

known quite quickly. Here, his anti-slavery ideology is seen again, showing his 

dedication to a cause that put him on thin ice with many of the confederate leaders 

during the Civil War. This did not stop Lieber from giving advice to Judge Advocate 

General Holt when faced with a court martial involving spies 20. Lieber was just an 

overall respected individual who through letters, made a lasting impact on the American 

Civil War. 

 On August 1, 1863, Lieber showed how far his importance and connections can 

get him. He started off by writing to Halleck that his notes on the subject of 

"Guerrilleros" were close to being complete and that thoughts on how to get them to be 

seen by the public have emerged in his mind. Not wanting to repeat the same actions 

regarding the subject of fugitive slaves, he asked General Halleck, "Can there be such a 

thing as being called upon by high authority, by you for instance, or Secretary Stanton, 

to give my views? 21" This led to General Halleck arranging the War Department to 

appropriate $300 for 5,000 copies of the article to be distributed to the public. Lieber’s 

tenacity and desire to invoke positive changes during the Civil War are supported by his 

influential connections throughout the Union. General Halleck being one of many.  

 Propaganda during the civil war was crucial in keeping not only citizens at ease 

with the proposals government tried to push, but to give soldiers that feeling of 

nationalism that would help the Union ultimately win the war. And yes, Lieber took part 

in propaganda during the war as well. From the start of the war, multiple works done by 

that famous pen of his made appearances in newspapers and magazines, all written 

with the aspiration of molding public opinion and building support for the Union’s cause 
22. Lieber was actually a leading figure in the Loyal Publication Society, founded 

because of its member’s need to put a stop to the spread of disloyal documents and 

journals among the soldiers. Under Lieber’s leadership, in the society’s first year, forty-

three pamphlets and their 300,000 copies had been distributed  along with twelve 
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single-sheets items circulated at about 155,000 copies per year 23. The most significant 

of these pamphlets was his appeal to the Germans in America, during the campaign of 

1864, under the title, Lincoln over McClellan. The pamphlet ended up being so popular 

that it had to be published by the society in German, English and Dutch. In this 

pamphlet Lieber urged all the Germans to: “realize that the right to vote carried with it 

the duty to exercise that right. Do not be misled by the name ‘Democratic’ and not to 

overlook the fact that a strong element in the Democratic convention at Chicago had 

been former Know-Nothings, bitter in their opposition to foreigners. A German does not 

support the idea of state sovereignty; Do not be disturbed by the Democrats who were 

shouting so loudly that the Constitution was being violated, for the Democrats were 

guilty of far greater violation than the Republicans, whose administration was in no 

sense a tyranny but on the contrary permitted great freedom. 24” This quote shows how 

Lieber attempted to appeal to citizens of all walks of life. Hoping that his words would 

transform into votes toward Lincoln. As the Civil War progressed and became more 

aggressive, so did Lieber and his attempts to fight for the Union’s cause. In this form of 

propaganda, (pamphlet excerpt) Lieber is playing the chess game that is politics. 

Effectively getting his point across during a time where he wanted nothing more but for 

McClellan to not win presidency.  

 At this point, the American Civil war had been in it’s third year and Francis Lieber 

really had no end in sight of the war. So in return, he wrote to General Halleck with a 

proposal of a continuation of the draft in the army, which would be a draft where a state 

would be required to send a certain amount of men every month, year, etc. He went on 

to state the benefits of this plan, in hopes of influencing the war tactics as well 25.  

 

 

 

         [26] 
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 President Lincoln’s election regarding his second term was approaching and 

Francis Lieber was unsure about the outcome. After the years of his words and ideas 

having an influence over matters involving the Civil War, finally came an instance where 

he felt he did not have much say over. In one of his most famous letters to General 

Halleck, he describes his hunch of how “individuals wear out quickly during 

revolutionary times. 27” The only hope he saw was if either the Union army obtained a 

victory, Richmond preferably, or if Lincoln withdrawals. At that point, you begin to see 
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the reality of who francis Lieber is. He does not play favorites, he for the most part, is 

not bias. He plainly tells politics how he sees them and at that point in time, he was 

looking out for the greater good of the Union, or he at least thought he was. Through 

this letter to General Halleck, he showed the low morality spread out throughout the 

Union in 1864. The Civil War took a toll on everyone in the country, no matter 

confederate, Native American, or politician. Everyone was exhausted, but the war had  

                           [28] 

to go on. Total war is total war and Francis Lieber still had a bit of ink left in his pen.   

Lieber’s best bet was to stick it out with Lincoln, and so he did. 

 The persistence of Francis Lieber to end slavery throughout the civil war was 

incredible. He refused to accept the possibility of the war ending and not taking slavery 

down with it. One specific letter written to Charles Sumner shows his passion for the 

cause, it shows the deep underlying division that slavery was causing, worst than any 

geographical division could do 29. He even asked Sumner to reach out to the president if 

possible to get the message across. Why? Because Francis Lieber saw the the country 
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for what it could be. Francis Lieber saw the country for what is should be. That is 

something no historian can disagree with, especially after reviewing his letters. There he 

was, 1864, still trying to influence the government to be what the founders envisioned it 

to be.              [30] 

                        

 About a year after the bloody slaughter at Fredericksburg, Lieber spoke about his 

opposition to an armistice: "Bad as our cause stands at this precise moment ... an 

armistice would make it infinitely worse.... An armistice would simply be a suicide, and a 
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peculiarly disgraceful one' In the winter of 1864-65, as the pressure of the Confederacy 

increased and the end of the war seemed at hand. Comfort your friend a little by telling 

him, if you can, that there is absolutely no foundation whatever for all that talk about 

commissioners, armistice and peace. Who would say to the blacksmith, stop, when the 

iron begins to curve for the horse shoe? Strike, strike, and strike again, is the word. If 

peace means a settlement between two parties, we want no peace. We want the 

Country, we want extinction of slavery, and everything short of that is only 'Peace, 

peace, when there is no peace: President Lincoln has indeed been re-elected on these 

two positive and avowed conditions, but why this running to and fro of Mr. Blair? Things 

begin to assume a somewhat disintegrating character, in the South, but they only begin, 

nor have we anything to do with that, except to further that state of things by men like 

Sherman not by gentlemen like Mr. Blair. They do not seem to cease their foulmouthed 

vituperation of the North and all that is sacred to America. Write me something positive 

and comforting. 31” Strong words from Lieber, done to hopefully keep the spirits up of 

the weary Union. He is in other words, explaining that the Union has done too much, 

lost too manny lives, to settle for anything less that a completely slave free, full nation 

again. Lieber was surely not going to keep quiet during the final mile of the civil war. 

 To combat the suggestions of an armistice, Francis Lieber developed his own 

peace resolution which he presented to the Union League Club of New York, which 

when on to be adopted by the organization. He was even asked to make a constitution 

by the president of the club, John Jay, showing the incredible reputation Lieber had 

obtained for himself 32.  
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It was 1865 and Lieber was still doing what he could to support the Union. His resolution 

went as follows: “declared that there should be no peace, and no peace conference, 

except upon the following terms, distinctly and plainly laid down and defined, namely: 

No armistice on any account; No foreign mediation;  No slavery;  No assumption of the 

Southern Debt; No state rights inconsistent with the supreme and paramount authority 

of the Union, and, above all, no right of secession; No diminution of our country by one 

inch of land or one drop of water. 34” His plan showed what the results of his hardships 

in Germany and his education in the United States had done. And with that in mind and 

through his contacts with General Halleck, General Bates, Charles Sumner, and the 

Loyal Publication Society, Lieber hoped to influenced yet again, both leaders and 

citizens, ultimately contributing to the solution of the nation’s problem which was the 

Civil War.   

 Francis Lieber went through the Civil War with a desire for the Union to prevail 

victorious with the right government to support it in the end. He managed to do all of this 

without including his personal life, or emotional involvement. Not to mention the fact that 

he was a reluctant supported of President Lincoln. But even in Francis Lieber’s case, 

the President's assassination angered him and that led to  the push for harsh treatment 

of the South. He even went as far as calling for the reinstitution of the draft and a clean 

sweep of the South. In a letter to General Halleck, he professed “Drive the fiends from 

our soil and let Grant be a stern uncompromising man of the sword, and sword alone, 

until the masses in the States rise against their own fiends and hang them or drive them 

out, and until the masses offer themselves, re-revolutionized, back to the Union, freed 

from slavery and assassins and secret society. 35” At this point, Francis Lieber’s pen ran 

out of ink in the government’s eyes. Of course Lieber kept writing and continued his 

position at Columbia University, but once he let his emotions or anything at that matter, 

fog up his clear ideology, he was just another citizen with opinions of its government.  

 Francis Lieber without a shadow of a doubt, contributed tremendously to the 

American Civil War without ever holding an official government position. Through an 

analysis of his letters and events following, no one can argue that without Lieber, the 
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war could have turned out to be quite different. Being the man people turn to for help 

and staying humble as Lieber did, helped cement his efforts during the Civil War. His 

lasting impact includes the Code for the Government of Armies in the Field, which set 

the stepping stones for conventions governing the behavior of troops during times of 

war or conflict. Hopefully the leaders of today look back on his philosophies and learn 

from the time he spent helping the government. Francis Lieber is a perfect example of 

what dedication and education can get you in the United States Of America.  
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