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Course: HI 101, The Army of the Republic: Leading Citizen-Soldiers 
Lesson: 5, Tensions between the New Republic and the Army 
 

One of the persistent debates of the American Revolution is “who won the revolution?”  
Was it the regular army, or the militia?  We tackle this question head-on in this lesson on the 
tensions between the New Republic and the Army in HI101.  This package offers a multi-sensory 
approach to learning and facilitates a deeper understanding of this debate.  The material culture 
package for this lesson is simple, consisting of two mannequins.  One is dressed in a regular 
army uniform and the other in a hunting shirt and other clothing items which would have been 
common to a militiaman.   

 
The lesson began with a brief clip from 

the musical Hamilton, “The World Turned 
Upside Down (Yorktown)” since the video 
features the very buff and blue coat present in 
the classroom. This also allowed us to begin 
with that moment at Yorktown that the Cadets 
know so well, a moment of tremendous 
upheaval, and consider the contingency of what 
could happen next during the tumultuous early 
days of the New Republic.  From there the 
lesson drew their attention to the uniforms and 
juxtaposed the rigid wool of the Continental 
coat with the fluid linen of the hunting shirt, as 
a metaphor for the regular and militia 
understandings of why the United States won 
the war.  The regulars claimed it was because 
they held firm in a battle line while the militia 
claimed it was because they fought with agility, 
executing raids and harassment actions.1  The 
coat and hunting shirt embody these stories 
and allow cadets to use their senses—
especially sight and touch—to build a 
connection to the material.   

 
The two mannequins stood at opposites ends of the classroom with a line drawn on the 

chalkboard between them, with “Regulars” and “Militia” marking the ends. Written underneath 
the line was the question, “who won the revolution?” Cadets had time to interact with the 
uniforms, consider the wool/linen metaphor, and initial their position on the chalk spectrum.  We 
first discussed a variety of opinions.  Who thinks the militia won, why, and drawing on what 

 
1 Samuel J. Watson, “The US Army to 1900,” in A Companion to American Military History, ed. James C. Bradford, 
vol. 1 (Chichester, United Kingdom: Wiley Blackwell, 2010), 339. 
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evidence?  Who thinks the regulars won?  Some cadets changed their position on the chalk line 
as the discussion progressed.  We then used privateers to complicate this idea of binary 
regular/militia traditions and used this tension to understand the Newburgh Conspiracy, 
Washington’s Newburgh Address, and controversy over organizations like the Society of the 
Cincinnati. This allowed us to explore how the regular/militia positions translated into the 
Federalist/Anti-Federalist character of the Early Republic.   

This connected us to the beginning of the next lesson on the founding of West Point and 
set the Cadets up for success in unraveling the seeming paradox of why the archetypal 
Republican President, Thomas Jefferson, founded the seemingly Federalist military academy.  
The regular/militia distinction also allowed for a nuanced understanding of the book we finished 
during this lesson: Martin and Lender’s A Respectable Army.  The authors underscore the 
fundamental irony that the least republican institution won the independence of the American 
republic.2  The regular uniform’s obvious similarities to British uniforms made this apparent, and 
helped cadets grasp the authors’ argument.  
 
 
For use of West Point instructors, the following items were used in this display: 
1) Mannequin 1: American woodsman/militiaman 
2) Mannequin 3: Private, 5th Massachusetts Regiment, Continental Army 
 
The POC for this lesson package is MAJ Justine Meberg @ justine.meberg@westpoint.edu.  

 

 
2 James Kirby Martin and Mark Edward Lender, “A Respectable Army” The Military Origins of the Republic, 1768-
1789, Third Edition, American History Series (Wiley Blackwell, 2015), xi-xii. 
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