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Introduction

The American Citizen as Soldier and the Military Ethos 
of Republicanism

From 1775 to 1861, the American army was an awkward amalgam of the 
small regular army, the states’ militias, and, in wartime, a mass of vol-
unteers. This mixture, although complex and frequently cumbersome 
in practice, accorded well with the beliefs and needs of the American 
citizenry. Classical, Commonwealth, and American republican tradi-
tion equated citizenship with soldering, as well as a distrust of standing 
armies; hence the United States’ greater reliance on and preference for 
the militia and volunteers. Americans perceived standing armies as 
more than potential threats to liberty. Professional soldiers were a poor 
commentary on the virtue and patriotism of the people and spirit of 
the country. Colonial Americans’ experience with British soldiers in the 
Seven Years’ War had only confirmed popular suspicions. Many thought 
professional soldiering to be symptomatic of popular corruption and 
incipient degeneracy. Nevertheless, the experience of the War for Inde-
pendence had taught many Americans that a small regular army was 
valuable and that by restricting and securing its loyalty to the nation 
and its people, the army’s existence might be reconciled with republican 
society and government. Thus, what followed was a military establish-
ment acceptable to the larger political culture: one that was attuned and 
responsive to its ideology. Patterns of thought and behavior within the 
ethos were not, therefore, exclusive military traits, but were characteris-
tic of the larger patterns within American political culture.1

So pervasive was the military ethos of republicanism that American 
soldiers, whether regulars, volunteers, or militiamen, believed them-
selves to be citizens first and foremost. Soldiers’ understanding of their 
relationship to the republic helped define the nature of their service. 
Most of these men were either militiamen or volunteers, soldiers in an 
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idealized classical republican sense. They served for short periods of 
time and expected to return to civilian life as quickly as possible. Most 
enlisted regulars served for one or two enlistments before returning to 
their former lives or embarking on new ones. It was only within the 
regular army’s nineteenth- century officer corps that a core of committed 
professionals existed. Their numbers, however, were small. Therefore, 
when the republic went to war, it did so with a plenitude of volunteers 
and militiamen who vastly outnumbered the regulars. The sheer mag-
nitude of volunteers’ and militiamen’s numbers within the ranks of war-
time forces impressed upon the armies a pronounced civilian style, as 
historian Marcus Cunliffe observed. Indeed, as Cunliffe noted, in the 
republic’s wars against Britain, Mexico, the Indian nations, and against 
itself in the Civil War, American “generals took the field at the head not 
of armies, but of agglomerations, each particle striving to be a law unto 
itself.” The United States’ armies were thus “affected by the whole ethos” 
of the “society” from which they were drawn. Volunteers, militiamen, 
and limited- term regulars gave American armies a distinctly civilian and 
republican character; their commitment to republican ideology guaran-
teed that American armies resonated with beliefs of American society, 
“its social order, and its values.”2

In 1775 and 1861, Americans faced two great challenges. First, in 1775, 
Britain’s North American colonies rebelled against Crown and minis-
terial authority, and fought to defend the traditional rights and privi-
leges that British Americans had long identified as their constitutional 
liberties. With seeming singular speed, this constitutional crisis rap-
idly evolved into a revolution to establish an independent republic. In 
the course of that struggle, what began as a conservative movement to 
defend long- held English rights and liberties against the perceived en-
croachment of ministerial authority redefined the nature of the Ameri-
can political order and its source of sovereignty and legitimacy. The War 
for Independence, a colonial rebellion, was also a civil war, as well as a 
political revolution. Americans did not forget their revolution or their 
war for independence. Indeed, they went to war against one another 
over competing visions of that struggle’s legacies. Two generations later, 
in 1861, Americans fought each other to establish and to defend their 
competing beliefs about the political nature of the republic. War, in each 
case, was an important transition point in United States history. Na-
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tional birth and survival depended on military service. The ideas under-
pinning and informing American soldiers’ service explained how they 
believed their service was an integral component of their citizenship and 
identity.3

War was a signal ingredient in Americans’ creation of a national iden-
tity, and it played a formative role in helping them define and under-
stand what they saw as their national character. Indeed, because war 
was a “recurrent, almost endemic element” in early American history, it 
could not help but be a fundamental component in the construction of 
national identity. Americans remembered and celebrated the country’s 
creation in the War for Independence. Their earliest demonstrations 
of what might be termed “national character” drew from Americans’ 
shared and constructed memories of the war. Indeed early celebrations 
of the republic’s independence were fundamentally martial in character, 
replete with patriotic speeches celebrating warlike valor, punctuated by 
artillery salutes and militia parades. A second war with Great Britain, 
in 1812, reinforced Americans’ bellicose patriotism and the centrality of 
war in the nation’s cultural makeup. The national anthem, a product of 
the War of 1812, exemplifies in popular and official culture what Marcus 
Cunliffe deemed a “formative martial impulse.”4

The experience of war and military service was something shared be-
tween soldiers from different states and regions, and it often transcended 
differences among Americans, helping them conceive of themselves as 
a people, however imperfectly. War and military service thus provided 
some necessary, even fundamental fictive elements in the construction 
and shaping and nature of American identity and political culture. As 
Jeremy Black has noted, in the tradition of American exceptionalism 
and the country’s wars, there has been a “misleading emphasis on the 
volunteer military tradition and the citizen soldier.” Americans’ celebra-
tion of this ideal was also a “closely related critique of professionalism, 
an emphasis that was particularly strong in the nineteenth century, and 
that still had echoes in the twentieth.” As Americans saw their soldiers, 
so they saw themselves. Furthermore, as Black has contended, American 
political leaders and the people “have always found it hard to admit that 
their forces are being used for narrow selfish interests; hence, there is 
a high degree of rhetoric surrounding their usage.” Understood in the 
government’s public pronouncements and in popular belief, the United 
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States has historically eschewed “thinking or believing it is acting in a 
realist fashion, even when it is doing so.” Culturally acceptable fictions, 
therefore, explain, rationalize, and justify the employment of military 
force and elevate the purposes of American wars.5

Fictions in this case are not to be construed as falsehoods but as truths 
of a fashion. They are the myths or principles by which people organize 
and understand themselves, their circumstances, and the world around 
them. Fictions are a fundamental element of culture, which as Michal 
Jan Rozbicki has pointed out, “stands on fictions,” the representations of 
a people’s reality. Having cast off the unifying element of the monarchy, 
a signifier of political legitimacy in the early- modern era and a unifying 
element within a diverse polity, Americans had to create, demonstrate, 
and embrace their new national identity as an independent people, a 
people no longer defined by their belonging to the British Empire, but 
to a distinctive, new state. Historian Jon Butler has argued for a mature 
American identity and culture by the eve of the Revolution, but this cul-
ture, while bearing many hallmarks of modern American society, was, 
nonetheless, understood by colonial Americans as an expression of their 
essential Britishness, their interpretation of British identity and conduct 
as expressed in the American environment, not as that of a people cul-
turally and politically distinct from the mother country. Revolution and 
war created the United States. The republic and its people “owed . . . 
[their] existence to war.” Thus it is altogether reasonable to conclude 
that any understanding of the American people requires understanding 
their military service, including the ideas underpinning and informing 
that service.6

At the beginning of this two- generation period, Americans began 
defining themselves as a people and as a nation in order to fix securely 
in their minds their place among the other peoples and nations of the 
world, not as subjects of the British Crown. Central to this quest for 
national definition and self- identification were American republican-
ism and citizenship. When the revolutionaries defined and understood 
themselves and the nature of American citizenship, they drew from a 
common intellectual heritage that was vibrant and meaningful and that 
resonated within the broader culture. In American soldiers’ minds these 
cultural and intellectual attributes were constants that informed their 
service as they understood it. The durability of these ideas confirms 
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their high degree of utility and basic truthfulness to American citizen- 
soldiers; their importance cannot be underestimated.7

Republicanism is invoked in its broadest possible aspect, holding 
American citizenship and how American soldiers understood them-
selves as members of the American polity. It is, of course, more than 
that. Eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century republican thought in the 
United States spanned a continuum ranging from conservative to 
liberal, from the ascetic to the grasping, and everything in between. 
Frustrating and nebulous as this may be, this very broadness in con-
cept is useful. It certainly was to Americans of this formative national 
era. By hewing to a broad rather than a narrow construction of re-
publicanism, this framework mimics the breadth, depth, and ambi-
guity of republicanism as Americans conceived it in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. As Joyce Appleby has noted, there is “little 
doubt that republican and republic figured prominently, if ambigu-
ously, in the public discourse of the eighteenth century.” The very am-
biguity of republicanism speaks to the plasticity and expansiveness of 
the concept in Americans’ minds. Indeed, “Republic in fact appears 
as the conceptual equivalent of union in the nineteenth century and 
nation in the twentieth.” Its meaning depended very much on the in-
dividual; it was an ideology for all seasons and all men. It was an 
attempt at asserting the primacy of communal values, of virtue, mo-
rality, simplicity, self- sacrifice, and frugality in the face of liberalism 
and its emphasis on the individual over the community, but also the 
reverse. Republicanism was at once the “chaste and venerable classical 
republicanism,” but also its polar opposite, “liberal republicanism.” Its 
central organizing concepts, “virtue, the republic, the commonweal,” 
noted Daniel T. Rodgers, “were slippery and contested” even in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and so it continued through the 
onset of the Civil War.8

In the 1960s, republicanism gained early- American historians’ at-
tention, and, as Appleby noted, it became through the 1980s the “most 
protean concept for those working on the culture of antebellum Amer-
ica.” Although the tidal surge of the republican paradigm and synthesis 
has long since receded, republicanism still remains a useful concept by 
which to order and understand the world and culture of the American 
soldier. Indeed, as Robert Shalhope suggested, “Republicanism, con-
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sidered as a cultural system, may well provide the most stimulating 
means of integrating the many insights of separate approaches into a 
useful reappraisal of early American society.” If perhaps a bit dated or 
old- fashioned the system’s utility remains. It provides the most coher-
ent organizational framework and structure for grasping soldiers’ beliefs 
as a whole. In considering mid- nineteenth- century republican belief in 
the northern states, Jean Baker posited a rhetorical question fit for the 
age: “If third- generation Americans must preserve the perfect govern-
ment— if they were to be repairmen maintaining what the founders had 
built— why was it necessary to abandon that aspect of republicanism 
that depended on the public responsibilities of private citizens?” Why, 
indeed.9

Baker noted that by the 1830s it seemed that liberalism had tri-
umphed over republicanism. America the virtuous was by then America 
the happy; individual fulfillment had trumped community and major-
ity rule had triumphed over self- discipline. If, however, traditional re-
publican discourse seemed to have largely disappeared and there were 
no great contests requiring republican virtue or sacrifice, the tradition 
continued. If not so explicitly stated as it had been in the founding era, 
republicanism had successfully become part and parcel of American 
culture and “reality.” In the North, political parties and schools had 
become the primary repositories and transmitters of republican belief, 
and within these institutions their leaders celebrated the republican vir-
tue of the founding generation while employing militarized rhetorical 
tropes. Among Southerners, the commitment to republican institutions 
remained strong. Despite the political turmoil between Democrats and 
Whigs in the years immediately preceding the Civil War, by 1850 white 
Southerners were able to agree on the need to join hands in order to 
protect the white political and racial order from the perceived threat of 
putative Northern tyrants. Their readiness and willingness to go to war 
to defend their vision of the republic were more amply demonstrated 
in 1861, as was Northerners’ willingness to fight for their vision of the 
republic.10

As political and social historians shifted and broadened their hori-
zons in the 1960s and 1970s, so too did military historians. American 
military historians expanded beyond the more traditional focuses on 
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strategic, operational, tactical, institutional, and technological studies to 
include “New Military History,” part of the larger development of “New 
Social History.” Like new social history, new military history sought to 
understand the world of common people through quantifiable docu-
mentation and statistical analysis, their own records, and other sources 
regarding their lives. In the case of military history, scholars turned their 
attention to the world of enlisted men and women and ethnic and racial 
minorities and their experiences in military service so that they might 
shed light on soldiers’ lives, their larger military communities, and the 
United States. These more expansive, critical, and extensive studies also 
highlighted where American society and the nation’s armed forces in-
tersected and diverged. Yet, despite the expansion of the field and the 
accompanying advances in knowledge, some of the works produced by 
the early 1980s were, according to historian Richard H. Kohn, “Myths in 
Need of History.”11

Kohn suggested that historians’ uncritical analyses and assumptions 
of American exceptionalism had led them to perpetuate little better than 
“stereotypical images” of American soldiers in their attempts to “dis-
cover the military essence in our character as a people.” Because of these 
historians’ notions about the singular nature of American society, they 
had helped perpetuate a popular, celebratory image of the American sol-
dier as a “symbol, a political and cultural artifact for a nation diverse in 
culture, uncertain in unity, and concerned with proving its superiority 
to the rest of the world.” Kohn denied that the American armed forces, 
“either as institutions or as collections of individuals, reflect our true 
character” as a people or as a nation. At first glance, Kohn’s assertion 
rings true. The military’s disciplined, uniformed, and hierarchical struc-
ture was and is anything but representative of the “decentralized, hetero-
geneous, individualistic, democratic society” of the United States. Upon 
closer reflection, however, this surface comparison does not reveal the 
full truth of the matter, if for no other reason than the armed forces’ 
historic subordination to civilian control. Indeed, as General Andrew J. 
Goodpaster, former superintendent of the United States Military Acad-
emy, stated in a 1987 address, “Americans would not tolerate a military 
force that did not emanate from and reflect the breadth of American 
society and the ideals that animated” it. Goodpaster contended that the 
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American armed forces were unique. Instead of merely serving the “par-
ent civil society,” the American “military establishment” embodied the 
concerns, values, and fears of the society at large.12

In good English fashion, the Continental Congress was uneasy about 
the existence of a standing army and even more so about creating one. 
Like British Whigs, representatives to the Continental Congress feared 
regulars as potential tools of tyranny. Experience with the British army 
in America had merely compounded that fear. In order to lessen the po-
tential threat to liberty posed by a standing army, the Continental Con-
gress limited the initial term of enlistment to one year (later extended 
to three years), capped the army’s initial size at about 27,000, although 
it likely never exceeded 25,000 soldiers throughout the war. Of even 
greater immediate and lasting import was the Continental Congress’s 
appointment of George Washington as “General and Commander in 
chief of the Army of the United Colonies . . . , said Army for the Defence 
of American liberty.” Congress signaled its trust in the former Virginia 
burgess by delegating to Washington the authority to recruit more sol-
diers, up to twice the number of British rankers in Boston, and giving 
him the right to fill officers’ vacancies ranging from colonel downward. 
Recognizing the difficulties of communication and the need of the com-
mander to make decisions on his own accord, Congress directed that 
“whereas all particulars cannot be foreseen, nor positive instructions for 
such emergencies . . . given,” it was best to leave matters to Washington’s 
“prudent and discreet management” and his “circumspection . . . , mak-
ing it your special care in discharge of the great trust committed unto 
you, that the liberties of America receive no detriment.” As the army’s 
first commander, Washington set the tone of the army and helped shape 
its institutional culture, one that while distinct from civil society inter-
nalized its larger ethos and values.13

Washington was no democrat; he was a strict and even severe disci-
plinarian who had no truck with would- be levelers or mutineers within 
the Continental army or the militia. He tried desperately to create an 
American army in what he perceived as the image of the British army, 
and to a limited degree succeeded by the later years of the war. Nonethe-
less, Washington’s strict adherence to Congress’s authority signaled his 
deference to civilian control in much the same manner as did his regular 
communications with his civilian masters and the states’ governors and 
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legislatures. He tolerated or accommodated, albeit grudgingly, the often 
independent behavior of the states’ militias.

Raising a regular establishment required that the army’s allegiance, 
beliefs, conduct, and existence be reconciled with popular fears of stand-
ing armies. Congress, which had adopted the New England militia that 
besieged Boston in the spring of 1775 as the Continental army, yoked the 
army’s loyalty to the Revolutionary and republican regimes through the 
Articles of War and by oaths pledging soldiers’ fidelity to the revolution-
ary cause, with each soldier promising to “bind myself to conform, in all 
instances, to such rules and regulations, as are, or shall be, established 
for the government of the said Army.” It was necessary, therefore, that 
the army have a broad “identification and dedication” to the “values of 
the society as a whole and identification with a broad segment of the 
society” from which it was drawn. Consequently, by virtue of creating a 
regular army with short enlistments, subservient to civilian control, and 
broadly compatible with larger norms, Americans developed a military 
establishment palatable to the larger political culture and responsive to 
its ideology. While the military’s orderly structure and centralized or-
ganization did not “reflect a decentralized, heterogeneous, individual-
istic, democratic society,” the army’s existence as an instrument of the 
republic’s policies and many of the individual beliefs impelling service 
certainly reflected the nature of American society. Soldiers’ willingness 
to subscribe to the spirit of civilian control punctuated their belief in this 
element of the larger political culture.14

In their studies of American soldiers and military institutions and 
their relationships with the parent society and culture, including the 
concern over standing armies and the preservation of liberty, and even 
as demonstrations of manhood and masculinity, historians have broken 
important new ground. They have shed light on the American military 
experience by describing and analyzing soldiers’ lives, the development 
of the armed forces, institutional histories of the officer corps, and the 
communities that formed around armies and their installations. The 
best of these studies have located soldiers’ experiences and military 
institutions within the greater context and “perspective of American 
society and of other military systems.” Since the 1990s, however, mili-
tary historians have expanded beyond the realm of social history into 
broader cultural examinations.15
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Examining the history of American military service through a cul-
tural lens exposes what Wayne E. Lee has referred to as the “silent as-
sumptions that common soldiers bring with them from society into the 
military.” Soldiers’ notions of citizenship and military mien and their 
concepts of people’s expectations of them speak to the larger societal 
ideals soldiers subscribed to and that informed their understanding of 
themselves and their standards of conduct. Therefore, for American sol-
diers, the culture of the military ethos of republicanism made a “sensible 
and coherent order out of the myriad of differing and often contradic-
tory ingredients” in the American experience from 1775 through 1861. It 
answered their “need for continuity” and order.16

From 1775 to 1861, American society was overwhelmingly English in 
its cultural, if not ethnic, derivation. From this tradition American so-
ciety shaped its military values. England’s late- Tudor trainbands were 
the progenitors of the colonial militias from which American military 
institutions evolved. In forming these trainbands English settlers drew 
upon two models. The first model, inspired by London’s voluntary asso-
ciations, was widely adopted in New England. In much the same fashion 
that London’s urban density facilitated raising the city’s militia compa-
nies, so too did the Puritans’ propensity for settling in towns. Naturally, 
other factors contributed. Nonetheless, the pattern resulted in units that 
mustered regularly and often demonstrated an impressive degree of mil-
itary knowledge and training. A prime example was Boston’s Ancient 
and Honorable Artillery Company. Its members formed a voluntarily 
covenanted military association to meet the requirement for establishing 
and maintaining a militia for local defense. In the nineteenth century a 
similar organizational pattern developed throughout the United States 
in urbanized and town- centered locales as volunteer militia companies 
superseded the older enrolled militia. The second model, the enrolled 
militia, developed out of the county system and was common through-
out British North America. Companies typically organized according 
to local community boundaries and exhibited few of the voluntary as-
sociative aspects present in the London or New England trainbands. In 
this instance the militia roll was a roster of men subject to service. These 
men were required to respond to local and national needs at the be-
hest of county lieutenants and local gentry. Economics and parsimony 
manifested themselves in the militia’s formation. Elizabeth’s empty trea-
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sury and her own tightfisted nature prevented her from raising a regular 
army.17

In both of these cases, colonial military units reflected regional differ-
ences and local priorities. When raising troops for offensive or expedi-
tionary purposes, first colonies and later the states relied upon volunteers 
and conscripts from the standing militia. Gradually, trainbands evolved 
into more formalized and regulated militias. North America’s English 
settlers had carried with them their cultural baggage and had planted 
the seeds for colonial and states militias.18

Institutionally, and in its most idealized form, the enrolled militia 
embodied the notion of universal military service. Roughly speaking, 
all able- bodied men from sixteen to sixty were enrolled in the local mili-
tia company and were expected to attend musters or to pay fines for not 
complying with laws mandating such service. Depending on the laws of 
each colony, the personal status of obligated men ranged from freemen 
to indentured servants. Few men were exempt from service. Motives 
ranging from entertainment, adventure, social expectations, and legal 
requirements helped guarantee a modicum of compliance at militia as-
semblies. By linking status and political rights with the obligations of 
military duty, British colonists established the militant civic character of 
the American body politic.

Living on the often- violent periphery of the British Empire without 
a regular army for protection made colonists acutely aware of the need 
to develop and maintain good soldierly qualities and skills. Unlike their 
brethren in the mother country or so many contemporary Europeans 
living in states with standing armies, British colonists, often the mar-
ginalized among them, were the army. Colonists’ circumstances meant 
that in addition to their daily lives as farmers, merchants, fishermen, 
tradesmen, and such they were also part- time soldiers in a nascent 
form of universal military service. They had transplanted their mother- 
country militia traditions in the colonies and introduced the “concept 
of the citizen- soldier” to British North America. Whereas the people 
armed struck a chord of fear in English and European leaders, it was a 
way of life, a necessity, and a demand in the New World. Consequently, 
colonial life joined military service, citizenship, and the rights and 
privileges enjoyed by English, later British, subjects in the New World. 
Colonials’ lives also exhibited the cultural tensions and contradictions 

9781479819942_Herrara_i_247.indd   11 2/20/15   3:45 PM



12 | Introduction

exposed by historians of republicanism. In view of that, as John Ferling 
noted, colonial elites “generally believed their subjects were more virtu-
ous, enlightened, less obsequious, and more materialistic than European 
commoners.” Moreover, creole political and military leaders, imbued 
with a self- confident sense of their own political and moral “virtue and 
acumen” and the corresponding inferiority of their opponents, believed 
that their brand of warfare, its motives, their soldiers, and their prac-
tices were inherently just. If wartime losses against Indian foes caused 
colonists to question themselves and whether they had incurred divine 
wrath, subsequent successes reassured them in the ultimate justness of 
their causes.19

Training- day sermons and other forms of rhetoric “concerning the 
defense of liberty” reinforced colonial soldiers’ beliefs and were among 
the primary means for inspiring, reassuring, and encouraging them 
in the performance of their duties. Even at this early stage of develop-
ment the “most striking aspect of American attitudes toward war and 
warriors” in the New World was “their unchanging, lockstep nature.” 
One historian wrote that by 1775 the colonists’ “violent history rendered 
Americans psychologically eager for conflict.” Militia service, frequent 
wars, and the relatively recent deployment of regulars to North America 
deeply affected the population. The responsibilities shouldered by local 
communities during war contributed to the political maturation of the 
colonies and contributed to colonists considering the nature, shape, and 
formation of local and imperial institutions, governance, and themselves 
as a people. Understood in this context, war and soldiering were sig-
nificant steps in the formation of American political culture. On a more 
basic level, military service was a step in the development of the Ameri-
can sense of self- governance. Soldiering was an entrée to the world of 
individual rights, responsibilities, and autonomy.20

Young men without a stake in society perceived that “military ser-
vice was a reasonably lucrative proposition” that might provide them 
with the money or land grants necessary to assist them in their quests 
for personal political and economic autonomy. Furthermore, military 
service offered men the prospects of adventure, an opportunity to 
break free from the stifling sameness of everyday life, the expectation 
of personal enrichment through plundering the enemy, and the chance 
for the soldier to join in the age- old contest against his traditional en-
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emies, the “papist French” and Spanish, or against more recent ones, 
the “barbarous Indians.” Hence, for many young men “military service 
promised both a change from the accustomed routines and perhaps 
an accelerated entry into real manhood” with its emphasis on politi-
cal and economic independence. In short, soldiering helped men move 
toward attaining their economic independence, which in turn, enabled 
them to participate in the political process as they demonstrated their 
manhood. Warfare, an element in provincial Americans’ “cultural 
heritage,” contributed to Americans’ “sense of themselves as a distinct 
people” who had reached their political maturity and were capable of 
self- governance.21

The colonial soldiery was frequently the target of professional sol-
diers’ barbs. According to many British regulars, Americans were undis-
ciplined, amateurish, cowardly, and legalistic. When judged against the 
standards of professional European armies, it is no wonder that Ameri-
cans fared so poorly in comparison to British regulars. However, when 
judged according to the standards and expectations of colonial society 
and warfare, a different picture emerges. Fred Anderson’s study of Mas-
sachusetts provincials in the Seven Years’ War focused on the quotidian 
aspects of military life: the routines of camp and march, military disci-
pline, and their views on war “in order to gauge the effects of military 
service” on soldiers of the Bay Colony and established that the Yankee 
provincials’ “apparently unsoldierly conduct” was fully in line with New 
England’s principals and was indeed ethical and just.22

Willful, truculent, and obstreperous they were, but colonial soldiers’ 
acts of mutiny and their refusal to obey orders were not due so much to 
cowardice or to a total want of discipline as to their belief in the “central-
ity of contract in popular understandings of the legitimate exercise of 
authority.” Military officials who had failed to live up to their contractual 
obligations relating to food, equipment, or tenure of service nullified 
any expectations of obedience from the ranks. It was that simple. In this 
light, mutiny and disobedience were symptomatic of the deep and abid-
ing belief in the power, legitimacy, and universal applicability of mutu-
ally binding agreements as embodied in lawful contracts. Recalcitrant 
soldiers were, therefore, exercising their right to self- governance in one 
of its most basic manifestations— the right to withhold labor following 
their employer’s breach of contract, an act that some in the Continental 

9781479819942_Herrara_i_247.indd   13 2/20/15   3:45 PM



14 | Introduction

army replicated when the army’s paymasters and commissaries were un-
able to fulfill their duties.23

When the Continental Congress created the Continental army in the 
months following the battles of Lexington and Concord, it proclaimed 
the new republic’s self- image as much as it raised a force for self- defense, 
an act much in common with other newly founded countries. As S. E. 
Finer pointed out, for a new nation the “army symbolizes, as well as 
makes effective,” the new country’s “distinctive identity” and its self- 
image. This was manifestly the case in 1775. Within three months of the 
first engagements at Lexington and Concord, the Continental Congress 
adopted the army assembled around Boston, thus acknowledging the 
military force that embodied New England’s armed opposition as the 
armed expression of American resistance. Because so much of the char-
acteristic citizen- soldier’s identity was embodied in the militia, this too 
must be considered a vital part of the American military equation of 
the army as an exemplar of national distinctiveness. The militia and the 
newly named Continental army were the military essence of Revolution-
ary beliefs, and they expressed the distinctiveness and identity of the 
American cause as an army of resistance and revolution.24

The organization, plan, and discipline of the army in 1775 exhibited 
its essential character, that of a “citizen army,” according to Don Hig-
ginbotham. It was “composed chiefly of yeomen and artisans, the core 
of American society, rather than a conglomeration of flotsam and jet-
sam thrown up” by European economic convulsions. Even when serving 
as regulars, American soldiers could not divorce themselves from the 
deeply ingrained strictures of civil society. A strict contractual sense of 
right and wrong continued among the regulars of the Continental army. 
Under the circumstance, it was not a “unique episode” when the Penn-
sylvania Line revolted in 1781 over issues of pay and discharges due to 
them in their enlistment contracts. Higginbotham believes this action 
could “only have occurred in a country where many of the men were up-
standing citizen- soldiers conscious of their rights and liberties.” Revo-
lutionary soldiers constituted a “republican army” that was “remarkably 
loyal to the civil authority and to the goals of the Revolution.” Moti-
vated by his understanding of republicanism and by his hope for the 
future, the Continental spent “his blood in his own cause, for a country 
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in which he had a share, a country where people had more rights and 
liberties than anywhere else in the world.”25

It is apparent, therefore, that the larger nexus of republican culture 
that linked the revolution’s survival with military service also informed 
the nature of American military service. Charles Royster, who argued 
for the Continental army as the representation of “American character 
prevalent during the War for Independence,” contended that the war was 
a test of Americans’ virtue, and that the character of the people was the 
“central theme” in the struggle, as Americans considered the army and 
its place in the contest for independence. While war caused Americans 
to reflect upon themselves as a people, it also spurred individual and 
community action through more prosaic acts like promises of regular 
pay and enlistment bounties. Pay and bounties in cash or land, attrac-
tions to men without means, were more than mere economic exchanges 
or inducements such as men might have encountered in an exchange of 
cash for labor. The harsh conditions of camp life or the chance of death, 
disablement, or maiming from disease or the British were altogether too 
frequent risks for bonuses and low or infrequent pay to mitigate. After 
careful consideration of these possibilities it is apparent that material 
motives cannot have inspired more than a small handful of men to serve 
in the army. Larger cultural and ideological motives, including those of 
honor and personal repute, were truer sources of inspirations. The task 
of revolutionizing the soldiery and maintaining cohesion fell to the of-
ficer corps.26

“When all is said,” wrote Don Higginbotham, “one still gets the feel-
ing that the Continental officers’ dedication to republican principles” 
was as sincere as that of their civilian counterparts. Higginbotham em-
phasized that the Continental army was a force “whose leadership was 
anything but divorced from society.” Indeed, the vast majority of its 
leaders had every intention of returning to that society. Committed to 
the success and survival of the army and thus the revolution, Continen-
tal officers held the army together through a “mixture of threats, cajol-
ery, and artful persuasion.” Officers, inspired by the example of George 
Washington and his senior officers, worked to improve soldiers’ living 
conditions and outlooks through clothing, food, and training, as well 
as “by explaining the issues of a struggle being fought for freedom.” Of-
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ficers articulated their views through the ideology of republicanism— a 
prescription of hope— instead of simply instilling obedience and martial 
behavior through fear and harsh discipline, although they often had no 
compunction about this as a final resort. By articulating the promise 
and ideas underpinning the War for Independence in common thought 
and words, in the phrases consonant with the broader political culture, 
officers both led and taught their troops.27

Having won their independence from Great Britain, Americans 
began the difficult task of securing the revolution and guiding the new 
republic’s course, including the nature of its armed forces. In two sepa-
rate works, Richard H. Kohn and Lawrence Delbert Cress examined the 
new nation’s struggle to determine its military policy. Kohn found that 
the small regular army’s appeal to Federalists was based on the “time-
less, ordered, hierarchical” structure of armies. Talent and its reward of 
position and rank were more important than political “personality.” For 
the unsure or threatened Federalist the “army represented tradition and 
stability in a world staggering through a wave of democratic revolution” 
and the aftereffects of social and political disorder. Maintaining a strong 
regular army officered by Federalists would allow traditional elites to 
distinguish themselves from the “multitude” and to help give order to 
the often chaotic life of the new republic. Their quest for stability and 
order through the agency of a standing army threatened the republic, 
however. The only effective counterpoise was limiting the size of the 
regular army and the centralizing tendencies it represented and bolster-
ing the motley of states’ militias.28

Concern over the army’s loyalty to the nation and republicanism, 
noted Cress, drove the debates over the regular establishment in the 
early republic. Americans, from their reading of history, knew that by 
“their nature, military institutions held the power to destroy as well as 
to preserve; hence the character and composition of the military was of 
major importance.” A standing army was necessary to defend the na-
tion in a world full of potential threats and predatory princes. But an 
ideologically unsound army could just as surely become the instrument 
of internal oppression. Therefore, the matter raised “fundamental ques-
tions about the nature and viability of republican society.” For a republic 
to survive and remain viable, its soldiers, indeed the institution itself, 
had to be representative of the greater body of beliefs held by society 
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and act in consonance with those beliefs. Concerns such as this, coupled 
with the long history of the militia, led Americans to the conclusion that 
an active and ideologically sound citizen- soldiery could counterbalance 
any potential threats posed by ambitious antirepublican regulars.29

In 1803, the newly established military academy at West Point in-
creased the fervor of the discussion. Academy opponents derided the 
institution as a threat to the republic, fearing it would become a breed-
ing ground for incipient antidemocratic military aristocrats, an accusa-
tion that, along with polemics during the Civil War that it had been a 
school for treason, haunted the institution until late in the nineteenth 
century. Theodore J. Crackel has shown that Thomas Jefferson shared 
similar suspicions and intended therefore that West Point would become 
the chief instrument for the republican indoctrination of the army’s of-
ficer corps. Instead of producing would- be dictators, the academy would 
educate young men of republican inclinations to introduce their politi-
cal beliefs into the army, thereby transforming it into a bulwark of the 
Jeffersonian political order. Army officers would, in effect, become the 
leading agents in the politicization of the regular establishment, thus 
reflecting what Jefferson believed were the political beliefs of the na-
tion. Hence, there developed a more widespread belief that the political 
indoctrination of the officer corps would give some form of assurance 
that the regulars would remain loyal to the nation and thus would not 
attempt to subvert the people’s rights. These concerns were not mani-
festly present in the ranks of the militia and volunteers, who conceived 
themselves to be the true guarantors of the republic’s liberty.30

American rights emerged as an international issue in early republican 
political discourse in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
and contributed to the declaration of war against Great Britain in 1812. 
Set against the much larger French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars 
(1792– 1815), American politicians protested against British impress-
ment of American sailors and for the rights of neutral nations engaged 
in free trade. Free trade and sailors’ rights were only part of the prob-
lem, however. Western expansion, Indian resistance against American 
encroachments, and British support of Indians in the Old Northwest 
(the present- day states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and parts of Minnesota) provided for additional grievances and points 
of friction between the former mother country and the young republic. 
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Separated but a few years from the War for Independence, American 
soldiers echoed the beliefs voiced by their predecessors in the previous 
war. Their beliefs were a touchstone of cultural and intellectual con-
stancy as Americans collectively devoted more effort and attention to 
western expansion and less to affairs in Europe.31

As the country matured and expanded westward and external threats 
lessened in the early nineteenth century, the states’ militias declined in 
their importance and utility as a form of communal military service. 
The militias’ decline, however, did not signal an end to the military 
ethos of republicanism. Americans with a military bent responded by 
joining with like- minded men in exclusive, volunteer militia companies. 
Within numerous communities, volunteer companies, many of which 
were formally incorporated into the structure of states’ militias, became 
the craze. For these Americans, the “militia ethos was almost as vi-
able in the nineteenth century as in the republic’s dawning days.” Re-
sembling highly selective social clubs, volunteer companies frequently 
screened candidates and voted whether to admit or reject prospective 
members. Detailed constitutions specifying members’ duties, uniforms, 
and election procedures for officers and noncommissioned officers 
were the norm.32

The volunteers’ exclusivity resulted from any number of factors. For 
some companies it was a reaction against growing democratic practices 
and the perceived leveling tendencies of democracy. For others it was a 
way to unite and give form to political, social, or economic aspirations, 
democracy in action. Immigrants often formed companies to demon-
strate their loyalty to the republic and to band together in common de-
fense against rival companies. Many men joined for entertainment. All 
companies, however, reflected parochial concerns that fitted fully and 
well within the larger body of republican culture.

Despite the exclusive nature of the volunteers, these companies were, 
internally, among the most democratic of American institutions. In 
companies composed of social, ethnic, political, or economic peers and 
allies, all volunteers were equal. Enlisted men nominated and elected 
their noncommissioned and commissioned officers and company con-
stitutions could change only through democratic processes. While the 
nation at large refashioned the mechanics of a democratic republic, so 
too did its citizen- soldiers. In spite of the conflicting and varied motives 
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for forming or joining a volunteer company, most members were united 
by the desire to demonstrate their worthiness as men and as citizens. 
Education and periodical publishing were other arenas in which Ameri-
cans demonstrated their interest in military affairs.33

In the popular imagination the volunteer represented, as few sol-
diers could, the quintessential American military character. Robert W. 
Johannsen wrote that “Americans perceived their volunteers as they 
perceived themselves: simple, unpretentious, impatient with authority, 
individualistic, and disdainful of class distinction.” The volunteer, drawn 
as he was from the mass of Americans, could not help but hold such 
beliefs. The myth of Cincinnatus, the “image of the citizen- soldier, the 
individual who turned from peaceful civilian pursuits to the defense of 
his country” captured the “popular mind and confirmed the nation’s 
republican mission” to spread the blessings of republican society and 
government globally. If the volunteer personified the militant, republi-
can character and self- image of Americans, the war in which he served 
was less clear.34

By celebrating the volunteer, Americans celebrated the nation and 
the individual. War with Mexico, however, posed troubling questions 
about the nation, its identity, and its fidelity to the republican cultural 
tradition. Although many Americans, particularly northern Whigs, de-
cried the war as an unjust conflict trumped up to serve the expansionist 
interests of the slaveholding South, few subjected the volunteer to their 
critique. Unlike the base hirelings of the regular army, many of whom 
were immigrant Catholics driven by poverty, the volunteer embodied 
the finest attributes of republican culture. Johannsen argued that the 
Mexican War was a signal “episode in the American quest for national 
identity.” Americans’ “egalitarian view of heroism— every man a hero, 
at least potentially— was reinforced by reliance on the citizen- soldier, 
the ultimate expression of republican virtue.” Volunteers were mission-
aries and “pioneers, carrying the tenets of republican government and 
extending the bounds of American civilization” to more benighted re-
gions, and, reluctantly, peoples. By spreading the blessings of American 
liberty, America’s militant proselytizers were “bringing to fruition God’s 
plan for all mankind.” These soldiers, just a generation or two removed 
from Lexington and Yorktown, were thoroughly imbued with the spirit 
of “Revolutionary republicanism.” A dynamic ideology, it “provided the 
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inspiration for much of what Americans believed about themselves and 
their nation”35

Because of their self- governing and voluntary nature, militiamen 
and volunteers believed themselves more patriotic and more trustwor-
thy with the republic’s liberty than the regulars. These men believed in 
an idealized form of universal military obligation, one in which moral 
compulsion, not that of the state, obligated men to serve. This was the 
proof of good citizenship, but one in which individual rights were highly 
esteemed. In a variation on the myth of Cincinnatus, militiamen tem-
porarily joined together for local defense. As soon as the threat of at-
tack subsided or the militiaman decided he had honorably served his 
community, the citizen- soldier returned home. Democratically elected 
officers led these men, and because they were elected by their men, these 
sociopolitical and economic elites had to exercise their authority gently. 
To these volunteers and militiamen the regular was a base hireling who 
was unable or unwilling to exercise any degree of self- governance, in 
much the same fashion that militant Protestants believed that Roman 
Catholics subscribed without thought to Popish doctrine and the au-
thority of princely cardinals and bishops. Slavish obedience to the mili-
tary hierarchy and officers with aristocratic pretensions threatened the 
existence of a republican United States. Surely such men could not be 
entrusted with the future of the nation. Suspicions about trust and wor-
thiness were not the province of the militia and volunteers alone.

Regulars viewed their counterparts in the militia and volunteers with 
concern. To some professionals these men seemed unduly concerned 
about their individual rights to become good soldiers of the republic. 
Indeed, the unwillingness of militiamen and volunteers to accept the 
self- abnegation demanded by military discipline caused some profes-
sionals to doubt their patriotism. As the regular army matured and 
developed, its communal culture subsumed many of its soldiers’ more 
pronounced individualistic tendencies. Self- sacrifice and the needs of 
the community became the touchstones of republican virtue and self- 
worth for the Continental army and for its descendants. To many regu-
lars the undisciplined militiamen and volunteers hardly seemed the stuff 
of republicanism.

James M. McCaffrey, in considering what he termed the Army of 
Manifest Destiny, discerned that the chief motives for men’s enlisting 

9781479819942_Herrara_i_247.indd   20 2/20/15   3:45 PM



Introduction | 21

were the quest for personal distinction and “glory and adventure in a 
foreign land.” As in all wars, soldiers and political leaders hid their mo-
tives beneath a veneer of patriotic “rhetoric.” In the Mexican War, they 
also appealed to a “perceived need to avenge the deaths of the men killed 
during the Texas Revolution” and during the ensuing troubles between 
Texas and Mexico. This heady mixture inspired the “same sort of rage 
militaire that swept across the American colonies in 1775.” Glory and 
revenge made the war with Mexico a “crusade of sorts” for would- be re-
publican knights- errant. The aggressive spirit of the volunteers was the 
very “embodiment of the concept of manifest destiny.” As soldiers of the 
expanding republic, they were “unwilling to allow anything to stand in 
the way of their nation’s course to greatness.” McCaffrey concluded that 
the citizen- soldiers of the Mexican War were “not very different from 
the volunteer soldiers throughout American history.” They too had been 
weaned on the tradition of revolutionary republicanism and the myth of 
the citizen- soldier springing to the defense of the republic.36

Richard Bruce Winders examined the composition and political loy-
alties of the army that conquered a peace in Mexico, and he uncovered 
the story of an “overwhelmingly Democratic” officer corps in the regular 
regiments raised for the war and within the body of volunteer generals. 
President James K. Polk believed the army was a “marriage of aristocrats 
and hirelings,” antithetical to republican and democratic practices. When 
Congress created the Regiment of Mounted Rifles, today’s Third Cav-
alry Regiment, and ten limited- term regular regiments for the war, Polk 
determined to “bypass the established [military] hierarchy by directly 
appointing men from civilian life,” thus assuring himself of the new of-
ficers’ loyalties. Polk followed the same practice by appointing only loyal 
Democrats as generals of volunteers. Mr. Polk’s army was a “creature of 
politics” and pragmatism that would serve only as long as its tenure and 
purpose accorded with the popular temper and the president’s wishes. 
Although popularly esteemed as “Young Hickory,” Polk was surely the 
son of Jefferson when it came to his attempts at politicizing the army of-
ficer corps. Interested in politics as some army officers might have been, 
there were more pressing, more immediate concerns facing them in the 
challenges of leading, commanding, and soldiering on the frontier.37

Throughout this period and for much of its history, the regular 
army remained a small body most often posted along the frontier in 
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company- size elements. Indeed, frontier duty, while despised by many 
officers, was the regular army’s raison d’etre from the days of the early 
republic through the end of the nineteenth century. Although William 
B. Skelton believed, and not without cause, that frontier duty caused the 
army to grow “progressively more isolated, both physically and intel-
lectually, from the mainstream of American life,” other studies suggest 
that the army’s isolation was more temporal and physical than political, 
intellectual, or cultural. Although the frontier army was, indeed, physi-
cally isolated, it was never divorced from its role as a political actor and 
agent of the federal government. In Broadax and Bayonet: The Role of 
the United States Army in the Development of the Northwest, 1815– 1860 
and The Sword of the Republic: The United States Army on the Frontier, 
1783– 1846, Francis Paul Prucha highlighted the army as an agent of 
American political, social, and economic expansion and its soldiers “as 
the instruments of Congress and the President in vindicating Ameri-
can rights” as enforcers, diplomats, and administrators in the years of 
the early republic through 1860. The army continued this mission in 
the years following the conclusion of the Mexican War through those 
of the Civil War, the focus of Robert M. Utley’s Frontiersmen in Blue: 
The United States Army and the Indian, 1848– 1865. Difficulties certainly 
abounded as the army fulfilled, to greater or lesser success, its tasks on 
the frontier. Much of that success was due to the officers corps charged 
with executing government policy.38

In Jackson’s Sword: The Army Officer Corps on the American Frontier, 
1810– 1821 and Peacekeepers and Conquerors: The Army Officer Corps on 
the American Frontier, 1821– 1846, Samuel J. Watson has written compel-
lingly of the officer corps’ commitment to republican political culture 
and of its service in roles beyond combat, particularly as diplomats. In 
addition to their diplomatic service, officers also performed invaluable 
work in filling in the human, floral, faunal, and geographic details of 
the United States’ western expanses, something detailed in William 
Goetzmann’s Army Exploration in the West, 1803– 1863. Topographical 
engineers’ reports, in particular, helped shape how Americans viewed 
the West. Closely related to officers’ work and interest in science and 
diplomacy were their interests in painting, literature, military bands, 
and architecture. Indeed, Marilyn Anne Kindred’s study of the officer 
corps as artistic patrons on the frontier makes a strong case for officers’ 
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links with American society and participation in more refined pursuits. 
Thus, in the realms of diplomacy, science, early ethnography, and the 
arts, army officers figured prominently in learned circles as contributors 
and as consumers. Officers’ variegated work linked them closely to the 
eastern centers of intellectual inquiry and beyond.39

Despite their physical separation from major social and intellectual 
centers, officers maintained an active interest in American scientific, 
artistic, and literary life even as they performed their official duties. 
More important, however, was the officer corps’ embrace, internaliza-
tion, and practice of the “republican values” of “subordination, loyalty, 
and accountability” to the army’s civilian masters. What becomes ap-
parent is that the United States Army was, in Michael L. Tate’s call for 
further research on the frontier force, a “multi- purpose” tool. Tate, in 
The Frontier Army in the Settlement of the West, Durwood Ball in Army 
Regulars on the Frontier, 1848– 1861, and Robert Wooster in The Ameri-
can Military Frontiers: The United States Army in the West, 1783– 1900 
make abundantly clear the myriad existences, functions, and roles ful-
filled by the army as it extended the writ of the federal government. 
Physical separation might have attenuated but never broke the intel-
lectual connection between American culture and the army or, for that 
matter, military service in general. Citizenship and the bearing of arms 
remained intimately connected, even as the nation pushed forward its 
western boundaries.40

The continuity of motives, beliefs, and actions that was so reflective of 
American society continued in force throughout the opening months of 
the Civil War. Soldiers went to war with high ideas, “when one’s actions 
were thought to be the direct extension of one’s values,” but, according 
to Gerald F. Linderman, they returned home in 1865 “frustrated” and 
imbued with a “harsh disillusionment” about the cost of their battlefield 
sacrifices. Linderman’s assessment of returning veterans’ beliefs, how-
ever, has been challenged by Earl J. Hess, who argued strongly for the 
sustaining power of ideology during the Civil War and afterward. Argu-
ments for the centrality of “ideology and culture as major— if not key— 
motivations” applied equally to the South. Over eighty years of shared 
history meant that the “ideas” that made and sustained the concept of 
American citizenship “were basic to the very definition of American 
nationalism” and did, perforce, affect Southerners. Republican ideology 
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and culture were the “common property of all Americans,” not solely 
the preserve of a particular section. Too many events had transpired and 
too many years had passed to allow for the creation of wholly separate 
ideological and cultural identities among Americans.41

Faith in republicanism and a sure knowledge of his place in the na-
tion’s life were basic to the identity of the American soldier. Historians 
have recognized the centrality of ideology as a fundamental factor in 
American military service and have noted the continuity of republican 
principles from the American Revolution through the Civil War. When 
the soldier contemplated his place in the republic, the meaning of his 
service, and how his service was a demonstration of his citizenship, he 
drew upon a common body of thought and belief to which other Ameri-
can soldiers subscribed: the larger construct of republican culture. The 
military ethos of republicanism provided a vibrant, durable, and long- 
lived set of interrelated concepts that gave order to and made sense of 
Americans’ military service for nearly a century. Despite the passage of 
time, this ethos did not change.

This cultural imprint also manifested itself in more prosaic, if not less 
important and practical matters like combat motivation and soldiers’ 
conduct. The elements of the ethos were sources of inspiration for sol-
diers and for their leaders to draw upon. Appeals to virtue, glory, honor, 
or fame stand out most conspicuously as ready spurs to duty, but so 
too do entreaties to the broader themes of legitimacy, self- governance, 
and the nation’s mission. These ideas reminded soldiers of what others 
expected of them and what they expected of themselves. Soldiers, be 
they regulars, volunteers, or militiamen, were not automata that simply 
reacted to orders or out of fear of punishment. Indeed, when their ex-
pectations or needs were not met, it often resulted in their disillusion-
ment with military service. More than once soldiers protested, deserted, 
or mutinied in demonstration against violations of these cultural norms.

Arguing for “historical continuity,” contending that American sol-
diers’ multigenerational mentalité followed a pattern, is, a risky affair. It 
forces one to take a broad view, especially “when invoking the republi-
can paradigm.” It is entirely reasonable to ask how, in a period of such 
rapid development, there could be no change in soldierly culture or its 
ideological underpinnings. Western territorial expansion, internal mi-
gration, the addition of formerly Mexican, French, and Spanish citizens 
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through annexation, the increase in the number of states from thirteen 
to thirty-four, foreign immigration, the broadening of the electorate, 
social reform movements, including abolitionism, and the commercial 
revolution were only a few of the many changes transforming American 
society during this period. How is it that a set of ideas could remain so 
enduring while so much was happening? The answer lies in the nature 
of culture and in the evidence itself. As Michal Jan Rozbicki noted about 
the nature of culture, it “tries to make a sensible and coherent order 
out of the myriad of differing and often contradictory ingredients that 
make up people’s experience.” Furthermore, that culture “need not be 
consistent” from the historian’s perspective in order for it to be “real” for 
those whose existence it frames. Thus, these broader societal changes, 
while transformative to society, did not alter the connection between 
military service and republicanism. Soldiering was and remained an im-
portant demonstration of patriotism and was considered a proof of loyal 
citizenship. The ideas that helped soldiers in the American Revolution 
understand their service and citizenship were, at heart, the same ideas 
of the generation that went to war with itself in the Civil War. Accord-
ingly, the War for Independence marks one end in an intellectual con-
tinuum that, fundamentally, underwent no constitutive change through 
1861. This constancy mimics a broad pattern in the continuity of thought 
present in this critical time period of American history. The changes 
that occurred were of form and action, but not of substance or structure. 
American society remained faithful to previously established norms that 
gave surety in eras of change.42

Despite the great transformation wrought in the theory of sovereignty 
and the nearly coterminous fashioning of an American brand of republi-
canism during the Revolutionary era, the American character and ethos 
did not substantively change over these two generations. This was due 
not to willful ignorance, to an inability to adapt, or to irrationality; in-
stead it derived from the basic soundness and utility of an established 
and accepted belief system and the elastic nature of the culture. The 
impact of urbanization, industrialization, and other centripetal forces 
affecting the fabric of American society was not yet fully felt, but they 
were growing. Americans’ lack of awareness about broader societal or 
structural changes was due to the lag time between objective and per-
ceived conditions. Soldiers’ repeated references to and faith in the tenets 
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of the military ethos of republicanism confirm the widespread accep-
tance and validity of this belief system and their conviction that there 
was a profound relevance to being an American citizen. Soldiers were 
keenly attuned to the rights, duties, and privileges of American citizen-
ship. Although most of them did not spend inordinate amounts of time 
ruminating upon the nature of republicanism many, nonetheless, were 
fully cognizant of their role within the schema of the political and social 
order.

The American military ethos was an affirmation of republicanism. 
It celebrated the centrality of shared ideals and beliefs in the shaping 
of the American national character and the connection between bear-
ing arms and citizenship. Because of the military’s role as a defender 
of the Constitution, soldiers were agents of ideological promotion, de-
fense, and preservation. Soldiers defined their character as republicans 
through their service. The beliefs of soldiers drew from and fit within 
five broad themes that can be said to constitute soldiers’ understanding 
of republicanism. From 1775 to 1861 American military values were part 
of the larger ideological and philosophical constructs of American soci-
ety. Understanding the military component of American republicanism 
sheds light on the broader landscape of American political, social, and 
intellectual life then and now.
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