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An Introduction

Armies “fight and die”; they also “live and breathe.” Recruits are “ordered”; they also “self-select.” Branches of the armed services “cooperate and complement”; they also “contend and compete.” Officers may be “capable”; they may also be “careerists.” Military units have “missions”; they also have “interests.” Commanders “obey” civilian leaders; they also “interact” with them. People “admire” warriors; they also “regard” them. Military systems “serve” nations; they may also “reflect” them. The former of these expressions are the stock in trade of an older, more “traditional” military history; the latter are the hallmarks of a newer one. Both describe accurately the same phenomena. The former do so within the framework of the military sciences; the latter, within the framework of the social and behavioral sciences. This volume offers students of American society and of its military some of the more interesting recent work of those who regard the military with the eyes of social and behavioral scientists, and it provides as well several primary sources that illustrate these insights.

For many years American military historians were primarily concerned with past efforts at organizing and managing combat armies and navies. Most studies dealt with battles, tactics, strategy, logistics, and command, and many of those who wrote them were themselves active or former military personnel. Necessarily, most of these studies were only peripherally concerned with the relationship between the military and the greater society. Few concerned themselves for long with such issues as the social origins of military personnel, the process of socialization and value inculcation in the military environment, public attitudes toward military systems, military attitudes toward the public, the relation of military to economic and political elites, the development of interservice rivalries, or the effect of military service on the individual. Students of tactics, logistics, or command were preoccupied (for understandable enough reasons) with the reasons that battles were lost or won.

A few scholars, like Bell Irwin Wiley and Dixon Wecter, began to give special attention to the broader social questions as early as the 1930s. Although some of what was produced a generation or more ago is still of considerable value to students of the military in society, much of the analytically rich research on one or another of the relationships of the military to society is of fairly recent vintage. Beginning, I believe, in the 1960s, a number of scholars have published studies that treat the military as a system interactive with the rest of the society. Military history of this sort is often really social history, and some of it is exceptionally good.

This is not to say that the earlier “drum and trumpets” type of military history is without merit. No one would deny the quality of many of the products of this persistently inventive school. A case in point is Allan Millett and Peter Maslowski’s For the Common Defense. But the new work on “the military in society” deserves its own place in the literature, in a volume that both complements its “battlefields” counterpart and may serve as a supplement to general surveys of American social history. In this volume I have sought to assemble as many of the better examples of recent work as possible, adding from time to time an original document that may illuminate a conclusion of one or another author. Complementary to this volume is another book of mine, Soldiers and Society (Greenwood Press, 1978), an edited collection of primary sources designed to explore the related question of the extent to which the military may be said to have affected the lives of Americans in the past two centuries.

Why the new fascination with the military as process, as institution, and as system interactive with society? One answer is certainly the increased contact with the social and behavioral sciences (and especially those studies of military systems produced in those fields) that American history graduate students experienced in the past two decades. A graduate student minoring in sociology, who had in mind a dissertation on a military subject, would have learned of Morris Janowitz’s The Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait, Stanislav Andreski’s Military Organization and Society, and Kurt Lang’s annotated bibliography, Military Institutions and the Sociology of War. One minoring in political science with a military-related dissertation in the back of her mind would have been told of Samuel P. Huntington’s The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations and perhaps Harold Stein’s collection of essays American Civil-Military Decisions: A Book of Case Studies. One minoring in social psychology would surely have learned of the four-volume Studies in Social Psychology in World War II: The American Soldier and possibly of Peter Bourne, Men, Stress and Vietnam; Roy Grinker and J.W. Spiegel, Men Under Stress; or D. G. Mandelbaum, Soldier Groups and Negro Soldiers. (As for myself, I chose to minor in law, but shortly before completing my dissertation I happened upon Lang’s magnificent volume. Thereupon, without any training beyond what I read, I began careening off, from model, to empirical data base, to generalizations.) For those whose basic diet had been the standard “meat and potatoes” history (a look at what others had said of the early army or the fin de siècle navy, followed by a lonely search for a “topic,” a year or so in the archives, and another constructing a revisionist view of “the topic”), this social science literature was heady stuff. It raised questions rarely addressed in the historical literature, and it suggested scientific methods of addressing them.

But interest in the social and behavioral sciences is only part of the story. Another is a function of a basic change in the character of the military itself beginning in 1940 or perhaps 1948, the years that peacetime Selective Service Acts were passed. Until then American historians, if they knew the American military at all, knew it as a wartime phenomenon, “for the duration.” Scholars maturing since World War II have seen a vast and pervasive peacetime establishment, and some of them have served in it. As such, these scholars may have less fascination with the questions of strategy, tactics, leadership, and logistics that captivated many of those who lived through World War II, and more interest in the process of recruitment and socialization, and inter-and intraservice rivalries, the questions of value transformation, and the relation of the military to society, issues that caught their attention in the last forty-odd years when the peacetime U.S. military usually numbered well over two million men and women.

It is also possible that the war in Vietnam may have led some to study the American military who would not otherwise have been so inclined. To the extent that this occurred, it meant that scholars with the perspectives of social, demographic, intellectual, or cultural history, who had not previously studied the military, now brought those perspectives to military history.

Several of the better studies utilized by “new” military historians have been written by sociologists, social psychologists, and political scientists who did not think they were writing history, but who from our perspective could fairly be said to have done so. Moreover, some studies quite explicitly sociological, containing little or no “time-series” analyses, are still of great value, for they provide us with valuable information about the recent past that can serve as “benchmarks” and should, in every sense, be the stock in trade of the “new” military historian.1

Two examples of what I mean may be in order. Frederic Bergerson, a political scientist, recently published a fine study of the development by army “insurgents” of modern combat helicopter aviation, a process in which army aviators struggled to survive Air Force (and some Army) efforts to quash the movement. But Bergerson described his book as “a case study” in “analytic deduction,” because he was after bigger game than a mere history of the phenomenon: “I think it is necessary to study diffuse longitudinal phenomena if we are not to be stuck with … a single-decision bias, or a bias towards survey methodology [and if we are to achieve] a model that may explain bureaucratic politics generally.”2 Fortunately for us, Bergerson provided us with a marvelous historical study of recent interservice rivalry and innovation while building his model of bureaucratic politics.

Second example: During World War II, Samuel Stouffer and his associates questioned tens of thousands of American GIs about their training, morale, combat experiences, and attitudes with the objective of providing the U.S. Army with useful information and advice. In the process, they also generated theories of social process and socialization and played significant roles in the history of sociology and social psychology. But their efforts also provided a wealth of information to historians, and a few examples of “new” military history have used the Stouffer data as “benchmark” information in comparative analysis of Americans at war before and after World War II.3 The Stouffer study is now a rich slice of history itself and should be employed widely by those teaching about America’s military past (as well as by students of American society who are not concerned with the military per se, but with race relations, class consciousness, and American values more generally in the 1940s).

RECRUITMENT

Many recent studies have focused on the two central questions regarding the process whereby youth “join up”: the whys and wherefores of government intentions and policies, and the motives of those who join or who resist joining. As to the first of these, the early terrain was described in John Shy’s “New Look at the Colonial Militia” (Selection 1 in this volume), an article that points to the regional diversity of colonial militia recruitment policies and practices, a diversity reflecting the needs and resources of tightly knit, relatively compact New England townships and parishes, on the one hand, and the more diffusely settled and socially stratified Chesapeake area, on the other. In the earliest stages of settlement every man was a warrior. As threats from Indian tribes receded and settlements became more economically specialized and complex, militia acts began to resemble the modern selective service system, with deferments for ferryboatmen, millers, attorneys, and others vital to economic life. An example is the North Carolina Militia Act of 1774 (Selection 3).

Among the detailed accounts of the ways colonial and Revolutionary War—era militia were organized and maintained, the most interesting may be Richard Buel’s study of Connecticut, Dear Liberty (1980). Buel focuses on the state’s mobilization of its economic and human resources. State leaders devised a variety of ingenious schemes to raise forces for state and continental regiments. The increasingly complex offers that Buel reports regarding provisions, pay, time of service, tax moratoria, and accoutrements (all devised to spur lagging enlistments) suggest that the conclusion of another recent study of eighteenth-century American enlistments, on “contractual principles and military conduct during the Seven Years War,” by F. W. Anderson (Selection 2) applies to Connecticut in 1778-1781 as well. Eighteenth-century Americans, Anderson argues, viewed military service as a free and voluntary act, a contract between equal parties, not as a political or social obligation of a deferential tenant to his socially “better” landlord, as was the case in some European communities at the time.4

Recent studies of United States government policies during the Civil War and the fin de siècle make the same point: After the first surge of voluntary enlistments prompted by pure enthusiasm, social pressures, and ideological commitments, the government did not expect to find men willing to serve out of a sense of political obligation. A draft designed to generate fees and the hiring of substitutes during the Civil War was the logical product of a market economy view of military service as a relatively unappealing and dangerous job, and can be equated with eighteenth-century offers. Similarly, the efforts to attract better naval personnel in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, recently described by Frederic Harrod, did not consist of an appeal to patriotic sentiments but reflected rather an understanding of the sailor’s creature comforts (food and living quarters), his treatment within the disciplinary system, his pay and promotion opportunities, his sense of adventure, and his retirement and other benefits.5

It is not until the era of World War I, over 250 years since the draft militia units of the earliest settlements, that we again see a concerted (and successful) effort by political and social leaders to compel men to serve. This effort and its anticonscription counterpart, analyzed recently by John Chambers (Selection 26), represents a clash between those localistic, antistatist traditional foes of compulsory service and more cosmopolitan statists, who argued that the social consciousness of the modern progressive state warranted a corresponding measure of political-military obligation on the part of its citizens.

Terminated after World War I, the draft was revived in 1940 and again in 1948. A memorandum prepared by the Selective Service System in 1965 (Selection 37) described the “indirect manner” in which the system worked.

The second question before us concerns the motives of those who joined up and those who resisted recruitment efforts. Here two sorts of studies have appeared: those that stress the ideological and patriotic motives for enlistment, and those that find economic, and less lofty motives. Recently I assembled evidence regarding the various reasons that men enlisted in the distant as well as the recent past in an effort to generalize about those reasons and their implications,6 but herein we will review studies of particular times and settings. John Ferling claims that religious impulses were powerful recruitment motives in the early colonial era but gave way to more ideological and political ones by 1775. However, his evidence, while accounting for some recruits, is not, in my view, as substantial as that of F. W. Anderson, whose colonial New England soldiers were disproportionately the younger sons of yeomen farmers who had yet to inherit any land of their own. They viewed military service as a means of acquiring an income, a modest nest-egg, and a modicum of personal independence (from home), and saw themselves primarily as contracting employees. Charles Royster insists that economic motives alone are inadequate in understanding the enlistment and reenlistment of Continental Line Soldiers: “The distinguishing feature of the recruits was their willingness.” He is responding (with only partial success) to the evidence that Mark Lender (Selection 6) and several others have offered to the contrary. Marcus Cunliffe discovered a fascinating world of mid-nineteenth-century volunteer military companies and drill squads where economic incentives played no role whatever (Selection 13). However, these were not regulars; they were private citizens, subject to no government but their own by-laws, and each with his own livelihood aside from the Sunday strut on the parade-grounds.

In the early stages of the Civil War some evidence indicates that ideological or political commitment inspired men to join the ranks of Union or Confederate forces. My comparison of Union Army volunteer and draft figures by civilian occupation suggests substantial voluntary, elite support for the cause, support that stemmed variously from a general appreciation for the North’s war aims, from a general sense of how the secession might adversely affect one’s personal opportunities and ambitions, from pietistic religious concerns with “the sin of slavery,” and from the more cosmopolitan and politically informed citizen’s sense of duty (see also Selection 14). Peter Levine and Robert E. Sterling have identified resistance to the 1863 draft among Democrats, Catholics, and foreign-born, which suggests that decisions to submit or to resist were culture-driven, a point similar to one the “new” political historians have made regarding voter behavior in the second half of the nineteenth century. Some early volunteers, however, had their personal welfare in mind. Don. R. Bowen carefully analyzed those from Jackson County, Missouri, who “rode with Quantrill,” the Confederate guerrilla of western Missouri and Kansas, and concluded that the Union Army’s extralegal liberation of slaves in 1861 and 1862 explained much. The eldest sons of substantial slave-holding families joined in disproportionate numbers, apparently to defend their long-term interests.8

As time passed, casualties mounted, enthusiasm waned, voluntary enlistment fell, and draft resistance spread throughout the North. When in 1864 the North’s three-hundred-dollar commutation fee was abolished, and the only alternatives remaining to service when drafted were active resistance or the purchase of a substitute (costing about fifteen hundred dollars in Ohio), the men drafted tended to be those lower on the socioeconomic scale, a pattern consistent with the evidence from the Revolutionary War army.9

The motives of officer candidates appear to have been different from those of enlisted men. My study of Naval Academy candidates from the 1840s to the 1920s found some (especially from the Reconstruction South) who saw Annapolis essentially as a free college education, but most candidates who left a record of the decision were motivated by a spirit of adventure, militarism, patriotism, or an amalgam of the three. The same may be said of both the officer and enlisted volunteers for the brief war with Spain in 1898, as Gerald Linderman’s analysis of those from Galesburg, Illinois, and Clyde, Ohio, would suggest (Selection 25). Yet when more than a relative handful of men were sought, as in World War I, enlistment was supplanted by compulsion, and the results show that the less developed, localistic South was underrepresented among enlistees. This was in large part due to the lack of interest shown by Southern blacks, as noted in Arthur Barbeau’s The Unknown Soldiers (1974), but the enlistment rates of Southern whites were also below the norm. Thus, during the early stages of World War II, before voluntary enlistment gave way to conscription, whites as well as blacks from the less industrialized counties in South Carolina were less likely to enlist than those from the more industrially developed counties (Selection 30). Once again, this seems consistent with similar evidence from the Civil War era.10

Economic conditions and job security counted heavily in peacetime. During the 1920s and 1930s, as Fredric Harrod and Robert K. Griffith have shown, a clear correlation existed between adverse economic conditions and good quality enlistees, high reenlistment rates, and low desertion rates in both the army and the navy (see Selections 29 and 48). A Congressional study in 1963 indicated that long-term regional income levels were more significant than current unemployment levels in predicting voluntary enlistment rates.11 It would be useful to know whether or not this was the case in other times.

Many blacks who could gain access to the army felt like Richard Johnson, who served from 1899 to 1922. “Having discovered the security of the army,” Johnson wrote, “I had shed that forlorn and hopeless feeling that once possessed me.” Studies of the Cold War era in particular show that blacks have found the military a place of opportunity, relative to civilian employment, and that their reenlistment rates persistently exceeded those of whites.12

TRAINING AND SOCIALIZATION

The process of familiarizing recruits with the military’s mores and preparing them to perform their duties, like the process of recruitment, has two dimensions: the goals and policies of the military trainers, and the effects that the process has on the trainees. With regard to the former, my study of Naval Academy socialization of midshipmen from the 1840s to the 1920s includes an attempt to uncover those objectives. It can be compared with similar studies of the other service academies in the twentieth century. W. Bruce White has described the purposes and processes of Army socialization of ethnic and racial enlisted minorities in the years from the Civil War to the 1920s (Selection 28), and John Paris has described basic training in more recent years, but neither Paris nor anyone else demonstrates the purposes that the military itself sees in “boot camp” with the kind of detail that White provides for the earlier “Americanizing” enterprise.13

The military reinforces training with disciplinary codes and leadership methods to ensure that missions are accomplished. These codes and methods sometimes change, reflecting changes in the larger society’s value system or new demands within the military itself. Morris Janowitz has suggested certain trends in the “patterns of organizational authority” within the American military since World War II. As the military became more technologically sophisticated, employing more “military specialists,” its need to reenlist such specialists grew, but these specialists were like “free professionals”—averse to arbitrary authority. Indeed, many former specialists have indicated that they had left the military because of its coercive ways. Hence, out of need, military elites slowly devised and provided less coercive (more “persuasive”) forms of leadership than had prevailed before. Gary Wamsley provides us with a look at what may have been one such specific change in Air Force aviation training, which resulted in higher rates of pilot completion of the program.14

Military socialization is not limited to basic training or the service academies, of course. It is an ongoing, sometimes conscious, more generally unprogrammatic process inherent in the routine of barracks or shipboard life. My study of naval officers before 1925 and Morris Janowitz’s study of officers of all services in the twentieth century explore the effects of this ongoing socialization process on the officers involved.15 One modest measure of the socializing importance of the postacademy years can be detected in James L. Morrison’s account of the resignation of West Point officers and candidates during the secession crisis of 1860-61. Nearly all of the Southern-born cadets went over to the Confederacy by April, 1861, whereas about 15 percent of those Southern-born graduates of West Point (including all those graduates who had left the service shortly after graduation) fought on the Union side during the war. Day-in, day-out service under the flag had clearly prompted many to think of themselves as servants of the nation rather than of their state of birth.

The Stouffer study of GIs during World War II thoroughly investigated changes in attitudes and behavior that could be attributed to military service, but Stouffer and other more recent studies clearly demonstrate the importance of personality traits and values acquired prior to entering the military. For example, my study of the careers of the cadets of 1946 and midshipmen of 1920 found that their fathers’ occupation and their own religious affiliation were modest but statistically significant predictors of their eventual successful attainment of high rank. Peter Peterson, similarly, found that the values expressed in answers to questionnaires put to army officer candidates in 1969, before they began their training, were important predictors both of their completion of OCS training and of their decision to remain in the army after the first tour of duty. William Cockerham and David Mark Mantell have argued that the process of self-selection into airborne training and “Green Beret” service, due to values these men already possessed, was as important as the training or duty assignments thereafter in explaining their posttraining or postservice attitudes and values. Johnnie Daniel and Arthur Korotkin found several preservice experiences to be good predictors of successful adjustment and advancement for naval enlistees in 1978. In short, the impact of training and efforts to transform attitudes can be overstated. “Militarization” can be confused with the reinforcement of established values.17

MORALE

The Stouffer team study of The American Soldier in World War II reported that few combatants were primarily motivated by patriotic or idealistic impulses; rather, they saw themselves as fighting to defend their immediate comrades-in-arms (“the primary group”) and for their own survival. Peter Maslowski analyzed the content of some fifty diaries and collections of letters of Civil War common soldiers with the Stouffer study’s questions by his side, in an effort to compare their morale to those of World War II GI’s (Selection 16). He found their orientation similar to those of their counterparts eighty years later. Where the Stouffer team saw the primary group (the rifle team or squad) as the central unit of morale, and Roger Little saw “the two-man buddy system” as the comparable unit in the Korean War, Charles Moskos maintained that by the time of the Vietnam War the infantryman’s motivation tended to be based largely on his own survival (“not getting zapped, and dry socks tomorrow”) (see Selection 39). In like fashion, Richard Gabriel and Raul Savage claimed that the officer corps of the 1960s had become afflicted with “careerism” (an increased concern with one’s own career and promotion opportunities), which led to “ticket punching” (the cycling of promotion-minded officers through command billets during the Vietnam War). Less concerned for their men and the cause than for themselves, and unable to acquire command skills in their too-brief tours of duty, these officers and the system that sent them there were responsible for some of the army’s morale problems in Vietnam, as well as the deaths of some of their men.18

These linear historical trends should not be overstated, however. Martin Van Crevald’s comparison of American and German fighting units in World War II has demonstrated that the “managerial leadership” Gabriel and Savage associated with the 1960s was present in the early 1940s. Van Crevald has explained how and why the American military’s leadership, doctrine, training, and replacement policies produced a fighting force with lower morale than its German counterpart.19 Tamotsu Shibutani has described the progressive demoralization and disintegration of a Nisei military unit in World War II, and Eli Ginzberg and his colleagues have documented the existence of hundreds of thousands of badly utilized, “ineffective soldiers” in World War II. Moreover, morale problems similar to those observed in Vietnam can also be found, to one degree or another, in F. W. Anderson’s study of contentious colonial troops during the French and Indian war, John Alexander and Steven Rosswurm’s rebellious and radicalized Revolutionary War Pennsylvania militiamen, Richard Kohn’s Newburgh conspirators, Christopher McKee and Harold Langley’s mistreated sailors of the early nineteenth-century navy, or any of several accounts of deserters from the Revolutionary War through World War II (see Selection 17). Morale may well have been lower in Vietnam, especially during the more static, post-Tet period, than in other wars, but we must examine more evidence to establish both the fact and the causes of lessened morale. Even if there is less use of coercion and more use of persuasion now than in the past, there were many officers in the progressive era quite alert to the notion that less arbitrary and coercive measures would boost morale and cut the desertion rate.

When social psychologists and sociologists in World War II examined the Army’s segregated units, and brief integration of some units during the Battle of the Bulge, they concluded that the racial integration of units would result in the improved morale and more effective use of blacks, and correctly predicted that white troops would quickly come to accept blacks as comrades-in-arms. David Mandelbaum and Leo Bogart have made the evidence and the reasoning of these and later Korean War studies available to use (Selection 36), and others have described the use of blacks in World War II and their effective integration thereafter.21 Once again, one feels a bit of déjà vu. Historians have demonstrated that a similar process ensued during the Civil War. Many whites in the Union Army also acquired respect for the black soldiers and teamsters they observed.

COMBAT: ITS NATURE AND ITS EFFECTS

“New” and “old” military history are more difficult to distinguish when it comes to studies of combat; nonetheless, one distinction exists: The “better” analyses of combat have explored its nature from the perspective of the individual soldier as well as from that of the commander. Few such studies have appeared, and we still know very little of combat “from the bottom up” as a process.23 Greg Denning recently asked what “the face of battle” meant to men of the USS Essex during the naval Battle of Valparaiso in 1814. Such naval combat was intense and extremely lethal; it also prompted brave gestures and heroic conduct. The participants on the Essex (with only one exception) had steeled themselves for the fight, each reinforcing the other’s nerve and verve, and that adrenalin-fueled resolve prompted dying exclamations of the noblest sort. Yet several historians (most notably, John Ellis) have reported the existence in various wars of other kinds of combatants, some uncertain, others shocked by the killing, many confused by the fog of battle, frightened, unable to relate what they had been told about combat with what was happening. Perhaps intense, close-range combat requiring group cooperation (as with crew-fed weapons) overcomes some of the individual soldier’s sense of terror.

During World War II, General S. L. A. Marshall and his teams of observers from the Army’s Human Resources Research Office discovered that only about one in every five GIs in some four hundred combat infantry units “actually fired at the enemy … during the course of an entire engagement” (Selection 31). Marshall attributed this, in part, to a Judeo-Christian “fear of killing.”25 Marshall’s study first appeared in 1947; to date no one has attempted a systematic analysis of the “fear of killing” in any other war or battle in which American (or, to my knowledge, any other nation’s) armies have participated.

What are the consequences of one’s having experienced extensive combat? During the Vietnam War some psychologists and psychiatrists claimed that the consequences of such combat to the individual’s psyche were severe. Survivor guilt and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) could be the result (see Selection 45 for a critical review of such contentions). Others argued that much of the distress that noncombat veterans or veterans of moderate combat suffered could be attributed to personality traits that existed before military service.26 The Grinker and Spiegel and the Stouffer studies did establish that the “shell-shock” seen in the trenches of World War I was clearly evident in World War II as well (“combat fatigue” it was called then). After prolonged periods of combat, the din of battle, the sight of dying comrades, and the fear of death produced “the shakes” and other symptoms of mental collapse in many GIs (see, for example, Selection 33). Psychiatrists observed similar disorders in Vietnam, but relatively fewer, because the rotation system in Vietnam exposed men to fewer months of combat than the average combatant, for example, in the Italian theater during World War II. Nonetheless, two separate comparisons of groups of Vietnam combat veterans, noncombat Vietnam-era Veterans, and a peer cohort who saw no service have demonstrated that, ten years after the war, veterans of heavy combat are about twice as likely to experience PTSD as any of their peers. We might find similar evidence of PTSD in the histories of combat veterans of Cowpens, Gettysburg, or Belleau Wood, though the search for evidence, combatants, and a control group of nonvets would be quite difficult.

Finally, there have been a number of recent studies of another combat-related subject—the ethical conduct of Americans at war. Some have studied specific atrocities: Phillip Paludan’s Victims (1981) is a carefully crafted, sensitive study of the massacre of Southern Appalachian Unionists by Confederate militia during the Civil War. John Brinsfield offers a shrewd, historically sound defense of the legal and ethical facets of General William Sherman’s march through the South. Stan Hoig’s The Sand Creek Massacre (1961) thoroughly explores that act of butchery in Southeastern Colorado and its aftermath. Ronald Schaffer meticulously unveiled the efforts of Army Air Force leaders, devoid of ethical concerns, to mask and depict deceptively their terror-bombing of German targets in the winter and spring of 194529 (Selection 32; see also 34).

Others have explored the ethics of American military leaders independent of a specific incident. William Skelton and Thomas Leonard (Selection 23) have shown that many army officers, both before and after the Civil War, were distressed by their Indian-fighting role. Often filled with respect for their Native American opponents, sometimes troubled by the injustice of their government’s demands, they nevertheless carried out their orders; none resigned. Douglas Kinnard similarly found that many generals who had served in Vietnam had been deeply upset by their government’s policies; yet none publicly protested or resigned (but see Selections 13 and 44). My own study of the origins of the laws of war and of violations thereof asked why some violated and others scrupulously adhered to these laws, and identified certain personality traits, ethnocentricity, combat conditions, the nature of the weapons employed and, especially, poor leadership as the factors producing war crimes.30

Others have asked about how the American public has reacted to questions about the ethics of Americans at war. W. Darell Gertch has described “the mutation of American values” regarding strategic bombing between 1937 (when Americans criticized Spanish Fascist and Japanese aerial attacks against urban populations) and 1945 (when, in general, the public displayed little concern for the incendiary bombing of German and Japanese cities). Herbert Kelman and Lee Lawrence have sagely analyzed the public’s divided reaction to the My Lai massacre and the court-martial of Lieutenant William Calley31 (Selection 43).

OTHER CONSEQUENCES OF MILITARY SERVICE

Quite independent of the trauma of combat, soldiers in American history were sometimes affected in other ways by their service for a substantial period of time in a “total institution” very different from their preservice environment.

Political perspectives might alter. Certain Revolutionary War soldiers, the subjects of studies by William Benton (Selection 8), Edwin Burrows, and E. Wayne Carp, seem to have experienced a change in political perspective. Officers from Pennsylvania and New York who served outside their own states tended to adopt more cosmopolitan political positions after the war, as did some enlisted men. Others who had not left their state but were similar in age, nativity, religion, social class, and country affiliation to those who had also exhibited an outlook altered by their army experiences; one group had seen more of the Confederation and its plight, and had seen the need of stronger bonds, in the form of a new Constitution. Some artisans and laborers, deferential in 1774, became politically independent beings by 1783 as a consequence of their treatment at military hands. Arthur Barbeau found a similar development in many black soldiers serving in World War I.32

Nancy Phillips, in a sophisticated study of World War II veterans and a control group of nonveterans, has demonstrated that those who served became more “hawkish,” regardless of whether they had volunteered or been drafted. John Helmer reported that some working-class veterans of the Vietnam War in the Boston area, the subjects of his study Bringing the War Home (1974), were radicalized by their experiences, but he gave inadequate attention to the preservice values of his subjects; other studies indicate that radical Vietnam veterans were generally men who had opposed the war before entering the service (see Selection 44). Indeed, those testing the hypotheses that military service in the 1960s or 1970s has “militarized” those who served, made them more authoritarian, or led them to acquire guns have found little or no evidence to support these hypotheses.33

Nonetheless, military service has altered the lives of certain GIs in significant ways. Evon Vogt and John Adair described those changes for certain Navajo and Zuni young men who had served in World War II; the ability to communicate in English was the key there. Robert Havighurst described the “cosmopolitanizing” effects of service on Euro-American veterans of World War II. Harvey Browning, Sally Lopreato, and Dudley Poston demonstrated that, when one controlled for level of education, race, and occupation and then examined the differences in income of men aged twenty-five to fifty who had served and those who had not, the Chicano and (to a lesser extent) black veterans were doing better in 1971 than their nonveteran counterparts. The military regimen and insistence on the use of the majority culture’s language, symbols, and habits may have acculturated the youth from the barrio in ways that improved their ability to move into and function within the job market, but Browning and his colleagues do not speculate in any depth on explanations of the differences they detected. In any event, Josphina Card’s survey in 1981 of Vietnamera veterans and nonveterans (who had first been surveyed in 1960 while in the ninth grade) confirmed what other studies in the 1940s, 1960s, and 1970s had indicated: The majority of veterans described their military experience positively.34

Opinion polls conducted by Robert Havighurst in 1951 and the Gallup and Harris organizations in 1969, 1971, and 1979 provide an opportunity to compare the views of a random sample of veterans of World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, and the public as a whole. Veterans of all three wars tend to hold similar views, and the opinions of Vietnam veterans about various aspects of that war are not notably different from those of the general public.

INTER-AND INTRASERVICE TENSIONS

Beneath the deceptively placid surface rhetoric of the military services, one often detects a tug-of-war between units within a particular service, or between services. My study of the regular army in the fin de siećle, for example, revealed a fear among some officers that the National Guard might displace the regulars as the central defense force of the nation and the chief recipient of Congressional largesse (Selection 24). Both Monte Calvert and I have described severe tensions within the late-nineteenth-century Navy between line and engineering officers. Several scholars have noted the persistent fears (some of them legitimate) that Marines have had since the early twentieth century that the Navy or the Army or both were about to succeed in extinguishing the Corps. Robert O’Connell’s dissertation highlighted the struggle in the 1910s and 1920s between naval “young Turks,” impressed by the submarine and the aircraft carrier, and older, more conservative battleship-oriented admirals. Fred Greene identified the fight in the mid-1930s between the Army General Staff, bent on redefining national interests in the Far East to the advantage of Army appropriations, and naval leadership, determined to prevent a change so devastating to them. Yet Greene merely describes the fight; he does not explore its interservice implications. Louis Morton analyzed a more specific rivalry between the army and the Marine Corps, both of whom had battalions in north China in the late 1930s when the Japanese drove south. Neither wanted to be the first to leave, as that would “leave the field clear” for the other service, to the detriment in a future crisis of the one that had “bugged out” first.35

Interservice rivalries and tensions between Army field commanders and the Army Air Force continued during World War II, and after the war these tensions culminated in the creation of a separate Air Force within a “unified” Department of Defense. Perry Smith, Vincent Davis, and Paul Hammond have illuminated some of the struggles between Air Force and navy leaders in the late 1940s. Frederic Bergerson’s study of how “The Army (got) an Air Force” (the helicopter assault groups of the Vietnam era) offers another example of interservice rivalries and “institutional insurgency”; his young Turks are army helicopter aviators who built a case for themselves by demonstrating both their own ability to perform the mission and the Air Force’s unwillingness to provide adequate close air support of assault troops.36

Another source of intraservice tensions lay in the rate of promotion. Junior officers in the mid-and late nineteenth century found that advancing in rank was extremely slow, due to a surplus of senior and middle-level officers. This situation irked ambitious young achievers, who contrasted their stagnation to the rapid rise of their nonservice peers in law and business. It led to lobbying efforts in the 1850s and the late nineteenth century, efforts that ultimately led to promotion reform in 1899 and 1916, to the system of “selection up or out” (see Selection 24). (This is the system that Gabriel and Savage faulted recently for producing the “careerist” officers of the 1960s.)37

Interservice rivalries can result in mindless duplication of services, but these rivalries can be of some use to those in the Congress or administration who want to put a lid on military spending or second-guess the strategic vision of a service Chief of Staff. Lewis Dexter found that the members of the House Armed Services Committee in the 1950s were consciously using interservice rivalry as an instrument to “find out from the Air Force or from Strategic Air Command about Air Defense.” As a key committee figure put it: “You’ll learn only what they in the service want you to learn, unless there is interservice rivalry.”38

QUESTIONS OF CIVILIAN CONTROL

One aspect of the military’s relation to the greater society is that of civilian control. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries this subject was taken very seriously. Timothy Breen has shown the symbiotic relationship between Puritan Massachusetts society and its “covenanted militia.” He points to the collective memory these former East Anglicans had of Charles I’s Irish soldiers and relates this to the localistic insistence of the Massachusetts towns that they control such matters as the militia’s election of officers rather than permitting the crown’s officials in Boston to name the officers. When the British naval and military presence was felt, it frequently prompted colonial alarm and distress, and was central to the movement of colonists “toward Lexington” and revolution (see Selections 4 and 5). Yet John Phillip Reid reminds us that the British military under General Gage in the decade before Lexington was not acting outrageously or, by British standards, unconstitutionally, indeed, it was unwilling to intervene unless a civil magistrate first read the Riot Act. By the 1770s few such magistrates could be found in New England.39

Lawrence Cress, Richard Buel, and Richard Kohn have explored the tension in the 1790s between those with a localistic distrust of a centralized armed force and the cosmopolitan “realism” of those who favored a federally organized, professional military. Both Kohn and Cress document the political monopolizing of the new standing army’s officer corps in the late 1790s by Federalists, to the distress of I-told-you-so Jeffersonians. In addition, Theodore J. Crackel has demonstrated that the Jefferson Administration first identified Federalist foes and Republican friends within the officer corps and then reorganized the armed services in order to purge some of those Federalists, to control the Army’s officer training process at the source, and to “hasten the day when Jefferson’s appointees would constitute a majority in the army.”40

Questions of civilian control of the military surfaced during the Civil War and Reconstruction. In the past fifteen years several scholars have offered detailed accounts, at both the local and the national level, of the tension between the Army and its radical republican allies in the Congress on the one hand, and President Andrew Johnson and his moderate allies on the other (see Selections 18 and 19).41

POLITICAL LOBBYING

If the military in America was satisfactorily “controlled” by Congress and the President, if the officers did not devote their evenings to planning Cromwellian coups, that does not exhaust the ways they might, and sometimes did, conspire politically. Professional soldiers have, from Newburgh to the present, sought to secure benefits for their branch of the service, their corps, their peer group, or themselves. Examples of this appear in studies by Richard Kohn on the Newburgh Conspiracy (Selection 7), William Skelton on the lobbying of antebellum army officers (Selection 11), Harold Hyman on the army’s concern for its status in the South in 1866 and 1867 (Selection 18), Martha Derthick on the National Guard’s politicking, my work on naval “young Turk” lobbying in the late nineteenth century (Selection 24), and Vincent Davis on “the Admiral’s lobby” of the twentieth century.42

Soldiers need not have personal or corporate interests at stake to become politically active, of course. During the American Revolution some militia units had two missions—defense and political indoctrination—as John Shy suggests.43 The wavering or indifferent had to be taught that there was “no remaining neuters”; Tories had to be identified, taxed, and made to toe the line. More recently, during the Cold War many officers offered their men highly political courses in “Militant Liberty” (as one military-generated anticommunist program was called), and showed films created by the Defense Department depicting the “Red Menace.” A few commanders offered specific advice on which candidates for public office merited support, and which did not. Thomas Palmer has provided us with a good account of these activities (Selection 38).

INTERACTIONS WITH SOCIETY

Quite independent of its formal relations with President and Congress, the American military has long interacted with society in a variety of ways that have been the subject of the “new” military history. Two may be summarized briefly: First, the military has, on occasion, been used as a protector of property and restorer of “law and order.” Such missions tended to be accomplished more speedily and with less bloodshed when regulars were employed, rather than militia or National Guard units drawn from the immediate area of the confrontation and which sometimes represented a particular ethnic or social group (see, for example, Selection 22).44

Second, army, navy, or militia units have, quite naturally, served as the interim government of occupied territory, or more recently, as military advisers in “client” countries, providing legal forms, order, advice, training, and basic services (as in the Reconstruction South, the Western territories, the Philippines, Samoa, Cuba, Haiti, China, Germany, Japan, and modern Latin America). Often these occupation forces sought to “uplift” the habits, values, or political ways of the occupied state.

The precise ways that the military and society interact often depend on context. For example, Frank Schubert has found that black soldiers on the late-nineteenth-century frontier were treated with much civilian fear and loathing, except for those black units located between white settlements and potentially dangerous Indian communities. Indians appear to have served as a negative reference group in those cases. In a different time and place, American GIs in Britain during World War II generally enjoyed good relations with their hosts. Norman Longmate has imaginatively assessed the nature of that interaction. Yet when GIs were stationed in a less familiar culture, as were Cold War airmen at a base in Turkey in the 1950s and 60s, the interaction was far more strained, and the actual contacts were reduced to a minimum, as Charlotte Wolf has shown.45

Samuel Huntington argued in 1957 that the army officer corps of the late nineteenth century was isolated from American society, and that this isolation helped the officers become more professional and innovative, but John Gates, in a fine reexamination of the evidence, recently demonstrated that Huntington was wrong: The officer corps was not isolated; rather it was fully immersed in the progressive mainstream of fin de siècle life.46 Resting on such precarious evidence, Huntington’s conclusion, regarding the desirability of the self-isolation of the military, becomes highly suspect.

Another commonly believed hunch about the military and society has also been challenged. Many have assumed that the typical voter prefers a veteran for public office to a nonveteran, all other things being equal. Albert Somit and Joseph Tannenhaus have, indeed, established that those political leaders who selected House candidates in the 1950s for the primaries disproportionately put forward veterans. Yet when they compared election day veteran-nonveteran races, they found that the public did not express a similar preference.47 The party strategists had assumed a preference that was not there.

Any theory of how “the military” is perceived by “the society” founders on the fact that almost as many different societal images of “the military” as there are units in society. Whenever we probe the relation of the military to society, we tend to uncover new links and overlays, new indications that, for all its unique structures and missions, the American military is still both the product and the property of the greater society; that to one extent or another it reflects that greater society’s failings of sexism, racism, drug abuse, and self-centeredness; that it reflects its traditionalism and modernity, its interest group behavior in the nation’s capital, its concerns for equity, efficiency, and personal achievement. To say that the military and society enjoy a symbiotic relationship is not to deny that tensions or differences exist; it is only to acknowledge what most Americans tend to forget: that our military has always been, far more so than is the case in most other states, the creature of our culture, not its mentor.
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1
A New Look at Colonial Militia
JOHN W. SHY

Some have argued that military systems are major forces, shaping the political and social order; others see them as essentially reflective of the societies they serve. The history of the several compulsory and voluntary militia and expeditionary military organizations of the colonial era provide evidence relevant to these questions.* John Shy’s “new look at colonial militia,” a comparison of the military systems of different colonies throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, certainly suggests a diversity of experience, reflecting differing colonial social and economic settings and political purposes.

THE SUBJECT OF THE MILITIA has produced some passionate writing by American publicists, soldiers, and historians. Defenders of the militia—those who believe that a universal military obligation is the proper way to defend a society—are fond of stressing that only when free men must themselves fight to protect their liberty are they likely to remain free. The colonial militia, in particular, represents the happy uniqueness of America, where Englishmen in the seventeenth century revived this military relic of the middle ages just as in Europe it was sinking beneath the superiority of the politically dangerous mercenary army on the battlefield. Critics of the militia—many of them professional soldiers—point a different moral, one that rests on the apparent inefficiency of militia in combat, and on the way that the myth of defense by militia led again and again to tragic unpreparedness for war.



SOURCE: John W. Shy. “A New Look at Colonial Militia,” William and Mary Quarterly, 20 (April 1963): 175-185. Copyright 1963 by John W. Shy. Reprinted by permission.
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There is one point, however, where critics and defenders appear to agree: it is on the assumption that the militia, especially the colonial militia, is a fairly static institution; once its simple theory of organization has been described, there seems little need to watch it as closely for signs of deviation and change as one would watch, say, political institutions. Historians have tended to go along with this assumption, as they have generally accepted the major tenets of both defenders and critics; in short, the militia is usually regarded as both politically healthy and militarily inefficient, but in any case relatively uncomplicated.

My aim is simply to raise a question about this conventional view; and to suggest that the early American militia was a more complicated—and more interesting—institution, that it varied from province to province, that it changed through time as the military demands placed upon it changed, and that these variations and changes are of some historical importance. My motive is not to bolster either the Pentagon or the House Armed Services Committee in their latest disagreement over the concept of the citizen army, or even to provide a new key to the reinterpretation of the American Revolution, but only to offer ways of thinking about our early military history, and of more satisfactorily relating that history to the general history of colonial America.

It is not difficult to understand why the militia has been treated in terms of an unvarying sameness; one has only to read the laws to know the answer. In 1632 the Virginia Assembly told every man fit to carry a gun to bring it to church, that he might exercise with it after the service. One hundred forty-four years later, the legislature of Revolutionary Massachusetts ordered men between the ages of sixteen and fifty to be enrolled in the militia, to provide their own weapons and equipment, and to be mustered and trained periodically by their duly commissioned officers; that is, the same thing Virginia had said if in less sophisticated language. In other ways, the laws are much alike. Certain minor groups of men are exempted from duty. In time of emergency, individuals may be impressed or levied or drafted—the word varies—from their militia companies for active service. In most cases, the law provides that anyone so drafted can be excused by paying a fine, sometimes also by finding an able-bodied substitute. The one case of a clear legal difference—that company officers are elected by their men in New England while they are appointed by governors elsewhere—turns out on inspection to have made little difference in practice. As in the case of colonial politics, men of the “better sort” usually appear in office whatever the process of selection; military organization and social structure seem as yet undifferentiated.

In the beginning, of course, this is true quite literally; social and military organization were the same thing. When John Smith wrote of “soldiers,” he meant only those inhabitants who at that moment had guns in their hands and who had been ordered to help Smith look out for danger. But military change in Virginia began very early. To make everyone a soldier when men were still concerned about starving was to ensure that no one would be much of a soldier, as Virginia learned several times. First, a few forts and garrisons were established, either by appropriated funds or, more often, by land grants. Then Negroes, and later most indentured servants, were excused from militia duty. Indian policy had a direct bearing on military organization. For a time, Virginia attempted to treat all Indians as hostile, ipso facto. But the military requirements of such a policy were too great, demanding large forces to make almost continuous raids into Indian country. The policy was changed, and the system of defense changed with it; henceforth, Virginia relied on a buffer of friendly Indians, on several forts along the frontier, and—after Bacon’s Rebellion—on a few dozen paid, mounted soldiers who “ranged” between the forts—the first rangers of American history.

The year of Bacon’s Rebellion, when both Chesapeake and New England colonies waged war against the Indian, affords a convenient opportunity for comparison. Though there are many similarities in the way Virginia and Massachusetts responded to this danger, differences are equally evident and may be more important. Virginia had fewer enemies to contend with, and yet suffered political breakdown in the process of fighting the war, while Massachusetts did not. Governor William Berkeley’s strategy of defense, which called for five hundred soldiers in the pay of the colony, required a level of taxation that most Virginia planters believed they could not bear. When Nathaniel Bacon and his followers later reshaped strategy, they called for a thousand soldiers, but planned to use them in raiding and plundering the Indian settlements; thus, Virginians would get not only the satisfaction of hitting back at their tormentors, but also the chance to make a burdensome war profitable. The change from Berkeley to Bacon is more than a little reminiscent of European mercenary armies of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when a government often lost control of a war while trying to wage it more effectively. Massachusetts and Plymouth lost many more lives than did Virginia in 1675-76, but their governments never lost control of the war. Crucial to New England’s success was its ability to draft large numbers of men when and where they were needed. Of course there were grumbling and evasion as war-weariness set in, but the point is that Boston could do it and apparently Jamestown could not.

The reasons for this difference are not altogether clear. There is always danger of neglecting the effect of the particular economic and political situation in each colony while making a military comparison. There is also the possibility that if danger to Virginia had been greater, it might have unified and invigorated that colony. But it would seem that the principal factor is the different pattern of settlement. New England towns were more scattered than Chesapeake farms, but each town had a capacity for armed resistance that was lacking in an individual plantation. A town could bear the burden of a military draft and still hope to maintain itself against attack, while the loss of a man or two from a single, remote household often meant choosing between abandonment and destruction. Despite shortages and complaints, a New England town could usually house and feed a company of soldiers besides its own, thus acting as an advanced military base. Even the meetinghouse, large and centrally located, often doubled as the “garrison house,” strong point and refuge in case of attack. New England promised its soldiers plunder in the form of scalp bounties, profits from the sale of Indian slaves, and postwar land grants, but such promises were contributory, and not essential as they were in Virginia, to the procurement of troops. The contrast between New England and the Chesapeake can be exaggerated, because many New England towns were destroyed or abandoned during King Philip’s War. But there remains an important difference: the clustering of manpower and the cohesive atmosphere in the town community gave New England greater military strength.

This point about the importance of atmosphere can be sharpened by adding the case of New York to the comparison. The Dutch West India Company made the initial error of promising protection to settlers of New Netherland, and it never thereafter could correct its mistake, although it tried. Organized solely as a commercial enterprise, the colony acquired a social heterogeneity and an attitude toward war that subverted militia organization. The English conquest in 1664 brought the stereotype militia law, but it also brought a small garrison of regulars that tended to perpetuate the Dutch atmosphere of military dependency. Moreover, an accident of geography gave New York not the two hundred-mile frontier of Massachusetts or Virginia, but a single center of danger—the Anglo-Dutch city of Albany, a city constantly torn by internal disputes. More straggling in its pattern of settlement than Virginia, and with much less of the sense of community that makes men fight for one another, New York depended for protection on its diplomatic and commercial connection with the Iroquois Confederation rather than on an effective militia; in time of trouble, it had to call for help.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the principal threat to the British colonies was changing. Europeans—French and Spanish—became the main danger. Virginia found itself so little troubled by the new threat, and her Indian enemies so weak, that militia virtually ceased to exist there for about a half century, a time when a handful of semi-professional rangers could watch the frontier. When the Tuscarora momentarily menaced Virginia in 1713, Governor Alexander Spotswood had little success in ordering out the militia. He then tried to recruit two hundred volunteers from the counties along the frontier (“for those that are far enough from it are little inclined to adventure themselves”), but soon learned that frontiersmen were understandably reluctant to leave their homes in time of danger. Spotswood, finally convinced that he could not make war, made peace.1

During the same period, the frontiers of Massachusetts were under sporadic attack by French-supported Indians. After the loss of Deerfield in 1704, the colony developed a net of what have been called, in another time and place, “strategic villages,” from Hadley to Wells in Maine, each protected by its own militia, and augmented by provincial troops who used horses in the summer, snowshoes in the winter, to connect the towns by patrols and to conduct raids into Indian country. Clearly the New England militia was retaining much of its vitality.

But it was not just the prevalence or absence of an external threat that determined military change. As New England bore the brunt of war with France, South Carolina occupied the post of danger against Spain. The Carolina militia came in from the country to repulse a Spanish attack on Charleston in 1706, and it rallied—with some help from North Carolina and Virginia—to save the colony during the Yamassee War in 1715, though not before most of the outlying settlements had been abandoned. But South Carolina came to have a more scattered population than either Virginia or New York. In 1720, the Council and Assembly complained to the British Board of Trade that it was difficult to react to any sudden danger because the colony’s 2,000 militiamen were spread over 150 miles. In 1738, Lieutenant Governor William Bull reported to the Board that, brave as the Carolinians might be, an effective defense was, as he phrased it, “Inconsistent with a Domestick or Country Life.”

Bull neglected to mention South Carolina’s other major difficulty in defending itself—slavery. Under the earliest militia law, officers were to “muster and train all sorts of men, of what condition or wheresoever born.” In the Yamassee War, four hundred Negroes helped six hundred white men defeat the Indians. But as the ratio of slaves to whites grew rapidly, and especially after a serious slave insurrection in 1739, Carolinians no longer dared arm Negroes; in fact, they hardly dared leave their plantations in time of emergency. The British government tried to fill the gap, first by organizing Georgia as an all-white military buffer, then by sending a regiment of regulars with Oglethorpe in 1740. But increasingly the South Carolina militia became an agency to control slaves, and less an effective means of defense.2

Elsewhere the new, European threat of the eighteenth century called forth responses that went far beyond the original conception of militia. War against France and Spain required larger forces, serving for a longer time and traveling greater distances. These were volunteer forces, paid and supplied, often armed and clothed, by the government. The power of the governor to raise and command the militia accordingly came to mean less and less, while the military role of the legislature grew larger. The shift in power from royal governor to colonial Assembly had many causes, but the change in the character of warfare was not the least of them.

Less important perhaps, but also less obvious, was the changing character of recruitment in the eighteenth century. So long as military service was nearly universal, one might imagine that volunteers for active duty necessarily must have been militiamen who received a reminder of their military obligation along with a little tactical drill at the militia muster, three or four times a year. This, it would appear, is not wholly true. There were several classes of men, whose total number was growing after 1700, who fell outside the militia structure. These classes were: friendly and domesticated Indians, free Negroes and mulattoes, white servants and apprentices, and free white men on the move. These were precisely the men who, if given the chance, were most willing to go to war. As the militia companies tended in the eighteenth century to become more social than military organizations, they became the hallmarks of respectability or at least of full citizenship in the community. Evidence gathered so far is not full nor does it admit of any quantitative conclusions, but it does indicate that a growing number of those who did the actual fighting were not the men who bore a military obligation as part of their freedom.3

It is difficult to believe that the colonial volunteers of the eighteenth century had more in common with the pitiable recruits of the contemporary European armies than with the militia levies of an earlier period; nevertheless, changes in the social composition of American forces between about 1650 and 1750 were in that direction. By impressing vagabonds in 1740, the Virginia Assembly filled its quota of men for the expedition against Cartagena. Six years later, when Governor William Gooch sought to recruit volunteers for another expedition, he found few men willing to enlist, the usual sources apparently depleted by the previous draft.

Perhaps the vital change was in the tone of active service: with more social pariahs filling the ranks and military objectives less clearly connected to parochial interests, respectable men felt not so impelled by a sense of duty or guilt to take up arms. Only when a war approached totality (as in the Puritan crusade to Louisbourg in 1745, when an impressive percentage of Massachusetts manpower served in the land and sea forces) might the older attitude appear. Otherwise fighting had ceased to be a function of the community as such. It seems never to have crossed the introspective mind of young John Adams that he was exactly the right age to serve in the Seven Years’ War, and he was shocked when a friend expressed envy in 1759 of the heroic warriors who had begun to win victories in North America.

In fact, volunteer units so constituted could perform well under certain circumstances, but generally suffered from low morale and slack discipline. At least one British general in the Seven Years’ War understood that there were two kinds of provincial troops: those levied from among the militia on the basis of a legal military obligation, and those who were recruited for all the wrong reasons—money, escape, and the assurance of easy discipline.4 It is instructive to note that before Pitt’s promise of reimbursement permitted the colonial governments to pre-empt the recruiting market with high pay and enlistment bounties, British regiments, despite their notoriously low pay and harsh discipline, enlisted about 7,500 Americans after Braddock’s arrival. Again in 1762, when the colonies themselves used supplementary bounties to recruit regulars for General Jeffery Amherst, almost 800 enlisted. There are hints that some of these recruits—for the provincial as well as the regular regiments—were Indians and Negroes, and better evidence that many of the white men were second-class citizens of one sort or another.

The generally low opinion acquired by most British officers of the American fighting man, an opinion that later would have disastrous consequences for them, originated with the kind of provincial units they saw during the Seven Years’ War. Even when Massachusetts and Virginia resorted to the draft to fill their quotas, they now provided first for the impressment of “strollers,” and “idle, vagrant, or dissolute persons.” Once the British had seen the American encampment at the head of Lake George in 1756—“nastier than anything I could conceive,” reported one officer—most provincial regiments were relegated by the British command to an auxiliary function, becoming toward the end of the war “hewers of wood and drawers of water,” as James Otis put it. This was ignoble and backbreaking work, often on short rations, so that low morale and poor discipline declined still further. Add to this the frequency of epidemics among the Americans, whose officers probably had never heard of the elementary rules of field sanitation set down by Dr. John Pringle in 1752 and could not have enforced them even if they had. Contributory to certain kinds of disease was the absence—not the presence—of women among the provincial troops. These poor creatures—ridiculed in the drawings of Hogarth and maligned by the Puritan clergy—at least kept some semblance of cleanliness about the camp, hospitals, and person of the British regular.

Because the Seven Years’ War in America was primarily an attack on Canada with New England supplying most of the provincial troops, it was the Yankee in particular who came to be regarded as a poor species of fighting man. This helps explain the notion of the British government that Massachusetts might be coerced without too much trouble in 1774. The government and most British officers failed to understand that those provincials who had mutinied, deserted, and died like flies during the Seven Years’ War were not militia units; those who did understand the difference apparently failed to see that the New England militia had not decayed to the extent that it had elsewhere. Even after Bunker Hill, General Thomas Gage seems still to have been somewhat confused: “In all their Wars against the French,” he wrote to the Secretary of State, “they never Shewed so much Conduct Attention and Perseverance as they do now.”5

It would be wrong, I am sure, to push either of the arguments advanced herein beyond certain limits. A good deal of research remains to be done before these comparisons are fully established, or perhaps modified. But the main points seem to me clearly borne out by the evidence turned up so far. The approach to early American warfare that promises new insight into the nonmilitary facets of colonial history—into political behavior, social structure, economic activity, even religious belief—is the approach that emphasizes regional diversity and continual change.

NOTES

1 In a long report to the Board of Trade in 1716, Spotswood proposed the abandonment of the militia system in Virginia in favor of a force that would comprise only one-third of the available military manpower, but would be paid by a tax on the other two-thirds who would be excused from service. Spotswood’s proposal has a certain similarity to the modern American Reserve and National Guard. He was certain that most Virginians would be happy to pay a small tax to avoid traveling 20 or 30 miles to muster, but foresaw opposition from “Persons of Estates,” who “would not come off so easily as they do now.” As Spotswood saw it, under the militia system, in practice “no Man of an Estate is under any Obligation to Muster, and even the Servants or Overseers of the Rich are likewise exempted; the whole Burthen lyes upon the poorest sort of people.”

2 In a memorial to the King, April 9, 1734, the Governor, Council, and Assembly argued that the presence of three Negroes for every white man made provincial self-defense impossible. Cal. State Papers, Col., Amer., and W. Indies, 1734-1735 (London, 1953), pp. 173-175.

3 There is scattered evidence for the existence of migratory free white men not enrolled in the militia: Nathanial B. Shurtleff, ed., Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England (Boston, 1853-1954), V: 242; Colonial Laws of New York from the year 1664 to the Revolution (Albany, 1894-96), I: 454; Governor Dudley to the Council of Trade and Plantations, Nov. 15, 1710, in Headlam, ed., Cal. State Papers, Col., Amer., and W. Indies, 1710-June, 1711 (London, 1924), p. 268, where Governor Dudley reported that all his “loose people” had gone in the expedition to Nova Scotia; Abbot E. Smith, Colonists in Bondage: White Servitude and Convict Labor in America (Chapel Hill, 1947), pp. 281-282, which discusses the impressment of vagrants; Colonel George Washington to Governor Dinwiddie, Mar. 9, 1754, in R. A. Brock, ed., The Official Records of Governor Robert Dinwiddie … (Richmond, 1883-84), I: 92, where George Washington complains that his soldiers in 1754 are “loose, Idle Persons that are quite destitute of House and Home.” For Indians, either as allies or as individual recruits, examples abound. Perhaps the over-all tendency was exemplified by the New York Assembly in 1711; when asked to provide 600 men for the expedition against Canada, it voted 350 “Christian” volunteers, 150 Long Island Indians, and 100 Palatine Germans, who were not only outside the militia system but recently had been disarmed for their unruly behavior. In addition, 100 more Palatines were sent by the Assembly as recruits to the four British regular companies stationed in the province.

4 In a private letter to the Earl of Loudoun, Feb. 25, 1758, Major General James Abercromby urged that the provincial troops be improved “by drafting them out of the militia, in place of whom they send out at an extravagant premium the rif-raf of the continent.” Loudoun Papers, No. 5668, Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, Calif.

5 Though the hypotheses advanced in this article are meant to apply only to the colonial period, the author being willing to admit that the Revolution brought rapid and extensive changes, there remains at least a trace of persistent difference between Virginia and Massachusetts after 1775. In 1777, Jefferson opposed a draft from the Virginia militia: “It ever was the most unpopular and impracticable thing that could be attempted. Our people even under the monarchial government had learnt to consider it as the last of all oppressions.” Adams, in reply, agreed that it was “only to be adopted in great Extremities.” But he added: “Draughts in the Massachusetts, as they have been there managed, have not been very unpopular, for the Persons draughted are commonly the wealthiest, who become obliged to give large Premiums, to their poorer Neighbours, to take their Places.” Jefferson to Adams, May 6, 1777, and Adams to Jefferson, May 26, 1777, in Lester J. Cappon, ed., The Adams-Jefferson Letters: The Complete Correspondence Between Thomas Jefferson and Abigail and John Adams (Chapel Hill, 1959), I: 4-5.

* See Timothy Breen, “English Origins and New World Development: The Case of the Covenanted Militia in Seventeenth Century Massachusetts,” Past and Present, 1972, pp. 75-96.
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Why Did Colonial New Englanders
Make Bad Soldiers?
Contractual Principles and Military Conduct During
the Seven Years’ War
F. W. ANDERSON

As John Shy points out, British officers had a low opinion of colonial American soldiers during the Seven Years’ War (1756-63). Fred Anderson has recently studied New England’s soldiers in that war and their relations with their officers, and has shed new light on the character of the colonial soldiery, British misperceptions, and Anglo-American cultural divergence on the eve of the Stamp Act Crisis.* What was the nature of this misperception?

BRITISH ARMY OFFICERS who served in North America during the Seven Years’ War never tired of reminding one another that the American colonists made the world’s worst soldiers. As they saw matters, provincial troops were overpaid and underdisciplined, a sickly, slack, faint-hearted rabble incapable of enduring even the mildest privations, officered by men unwilling to exercise authority for fear of losing favor with the mob. The populace as a whole seemed as bad as its soldiery: a greedy, small-minded people incapable of disinterested action in defense of the Empire. Contacts between regulars and New England provincials largely fostered this image of Americans, and the image in turn created the dominant British impression of colonial military abilities at the outset of the War for Independence.



SOURCE: F. W. Anderson, “Why Did Colonial New Englanders Make Bad Soldiers: Contractual Principles and Military Conduct During the Seven Years’ War,” William and Mary Quarterly, 38(1981): 395-417.
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Although this was a profoundly mistaken impression, it was in no sense a groundless one: provincials in the Seven Years’ War often behaved unprofessionally or in ways detrimental to the war effort. Yet their behavior was not unreasoned, nor was it merely self-interested, as the British too readily assumed. Instead, the unmilitary deportment of New Englanders, in every rank from general officer to private soldier, reflected an almost unfailing tendency to base arguments and actions upon contractual principles whenever they confronted what they regarded as the unwarranted pretension of superiors.

These principles were explicitly articulated in the course of a seemingly minor dispute between the provincial officers of Massachusetts, headed by Major General John Winslow, and the supreme commander of the British forces, John Campbell, fourth earl of Loudoun, in the summer of 1756. Contractual principles, like the ones Winslow and his officers invoked, were applied throughout the war by enlisted men to justify much of the unmilitary behavior—the mutinousness and desertion—that so appalled regular officers. Far from being merely bad soldiers, as the British assumed and subsequent historians have agreed,1 colonial New Englanders were bad soldiers in a special way, and for reasons that help illuminate late colonial attitudes toward authority—especially the sovereign authority of the crown.

Seventeen fifty-six brought a French victory—the capture of Fort Oswego, Great Britain’s main fur-trading post on Lake Ontario—and a change in the British command. In July, the earl of Loudoun, “a rough Scotch lord, hot and irascible,” succeeded Major General William Shirley, governor of Massachusetts and an amateur soldier who had been commander in chief since the death of Edward Braddock. The change produced an intermission in offensive military activity that left plenty of time for quarrels between regular and provincial officers. The most significant dispute concerned the rank of colonial officers and the extent of the supreme commander’s authority over provincial troops; and the course of this argument showed that Loudoun and the provincial officers of Massachusetts espoused fundamentally antagonistic conceptions of military service.

Lord Loudoun took command only after the campaign of 1756, as planned by Shirley, was well under way. The centerpiece of the effort was an action against the French forts at Crown Point and Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain; the expeditionary force was composed wholly of New England and New York provincial troops under the leadership of Major General John Winslow, one of Massachusetts’s most able and distinguished commanders. In order to induce the New England assemblies to contribute men and money, Shirley had given assurances that the command would be independent, that the officers would be New England men, and that the troops would serve only within a strictly bounded area in New York. By these undertakings, Shirley in effect promised that he would not try to turn the provincial troops into regulars—the sine qua non for suspicious assemblymen who feared the consequences of unlimited military service (that is, service during the pleasure of the crown), and who regarded protection from such oppression as a part of their charter privileges.

If Shirley did not in fact exceed his authority in making such commitments, he was at least offering guarantees that only he was prepared to honor. For example, by promising an independent command to Winslow, he effectively bound himself not to combine the provincial army with any regular force during the campaign, since to do so would make the provincials explicitly and unpleasantly subordinate to regular officers. The Rules and Articles of War stipulated that in cases of joint service between redcoats and provincials, colonial field officers—those holding the ranks of major and above—were to rank as “eldest captains” of the regular establishment. In practice, this meant that the admixture of so much as a battalion of regulars would reduce the whole command structure of the provincial army to a subordinate role; Winslow himself would be subject to orders from the most junior redcoat major in the field. Beyond this, the Mutiny Act of 1754 required that colonial troops serving jointly with regulars be subject to British military justice, not to the milder provisions of the colonies’ mutiny acts. Applied together, the Rules and Articles of War and the Mutiny Act would virtually have achieved what the assemblies had sought guarantees against: the transformation of provincial troops into regulars.

Lord Loudoun, of course, in no way felt bound to honor Shirley’s highly irregular promises. Indeed, as Loudoun saw it, he had been sent to America to straighten out the horrible mess Shirley had made of the war. One of the new commander’s first acts, therefore, was to summon Winslow with his chief subordinates to headquarters in Albany in order to inform them that he considered a junction between regulars and provincials both desirable and well within his authority. The provincial major general and his officers maintained in response what they had announced even before Loudoun’s arrival: that the conditions under which the provincials had been raised could not be altered without extreme prejudice to the colonial war effort. To Loudoun, who had engineered the confrontation to force the balky colonials to submit to his authority, their refusal to be overawed amounted to insubordination, almost mutiny. He tried to raise the stakes by requiring Winslow to make a formal response to a heavily loaded query: “I desire to be informed by you, in writing, whether the Troops now raised by the several Provinces & Colonies of New England, and Armed with His Majesty’s Arms, will in Obedience with His Majesty’s Commands, … Act in Conjunction with His Majesty’s Troops and under the Command of His Commander in Chief, in whose hands he has been pleased to place the Execution of all those Matters.”

Winslow’s reply was carefully weighed, respectful, and completely obdurate. He had consulted with his principal subordinates, he wrote, and they all agreed that the provincials would indeed consent to being joined with His Majesty’s regular troops, provided, however, “that the Terms & Conditions Agreed upon & Established, by the Several Governments to whome they Belong and upon which they were rais’d be not altered.” He directed one of his colonels to write another letter to Loudoun “with the Termes, and Conditions, on which the Provincial Troops, now on their March towards Crown Point were raised.” The specifications were that the commander of the expeditionary force should be an officer from Massachusetts; that the pay, bounties, and provisions of the men should be as set by the provincial assemblies; that the service would not extend south of Albany or west of Schenectady, and that its term should not exceed twelve months from the date of enlistment. The provincials, in other words, gave no ground at all.

Loudoun, who was keenly aware that he could not defend the New York frontier without the aid of his stubborn auxiliaries, now realized that he could not bully them into acquiescence. Reluctantly, he compromised. On August 12 he extracted a declaration of the provincial officers’ allegiance to the king; in return he promised to refrain from bringing about a junction of forces for the time being and to allow the expedition against Crown Point to proceed under Winslow’s command.

The supreme commander, of course, was hardly pleased with this modus vivendi. Once Winslow left Albany to return to his army at Lake George, Loudoun sent to Whitehall a long complaint about military affairs in America. The stubborn opposition of the provincials, he believed, came from the meddling of his predecessor, Shirley, who had raised a faction among the Massachusetts officers in the army and who even now was conspiring to thwart the whole war effort. Shirley and his accomplices had been profiting handsomely from the war, Loudoun wrote, and, fearful of being exposed, were doing their utmost to undermine the honest and efficient administration he was trying to establish.

Just as Loudoun was finishing his report—on August 19—the post brought a long letter from Shirley, enclosing among other items a letter from John Winslow that explained provincial opposition to joint service. Aware that Loudoun intended to blame him for the sorry state of the American war, Shirley had busily been gathering information, from Winslow and others, with which to defend himself. Now he was writing to Loudoun in defense of his conduct, and attempting to explain the Massachusetts officers’ behavior as well. Shirley’s letter and the one from Winslow that Shirley had enclosed vexed Loudoun mightily; furious, he annotated both to show the “fallacious Assertions” they contained and sent them off to Whitehall with his report. In Winslow’s letter he underlined the phrases that he found especially repugnant.

The grand Debate with the Officers in regard to the Junction arises from the General and Field Officers losing their Rank and Command which they were Universally of Opinion they could not give up as the Army was a proper Organiz’d Body and that they by the Several Governments from whom these Troops were rais’d were Executors in Trust which was not in their power to resign, and, even should they do it, it would End in a DISSOLUTION OF THE ARMY as the Privates Universally hold it as one part of the Terms on which they Enlisted that they were to be Commanded by their own Officers and this is a Principle so strongly Imbib’d that it is not in the Power of Man to remove it.

As Loudoun angrily perceived, Winslow saw the provincial army as the creature, not of the crown, but of the provincial governments. The army as Winslow portrayed it was organized on the basis of contractual understandings. Officers understood when they received their commissions that they would hold specific ranks and exercise the authority granted by law; privates understood when they enlisted that they would serve under the men who enlisted them. Such understandings made the army “proper”; if the conditions of the contract were violated, the army would cease to exist. Appropriately, Winslow used an everyday legal metaphor to describe his officers’ position: they regarded themselves as “Executors in Trust,” like the executors of an estate, men named in a will or court proceeding to settle an estate’s just debts and distribute legacies. Once made, the contract could not be altered by any human agency, although it could be destroyed. Officers had it “not in their power to resign” their “Trust”; even the privates had “so strongly Imbib’d” the principle of service under “their own Officers … that it [was] not in the Power of Man to remove it” without dissolving the army along with the agreement. This was a homely argument, rooted in the officers’ social experience; they were, after all, the sort of men who would be named the executors of estates, and all of them had surely seen such trustees at work. In vocabulary and conception, it suggests that Winslow and his comrades understood military relationships to be founded in principle upon contracts. Theirs was an argument especially resonant in New England, a society fairly stepped in convenants: marriage covenants binding husbands and wives, church convenants among members of congregations, the great covenant of salvation between God and his chosen people. It did not, however, particularly resonate for Lord Loudoun.

Loudoun fixed upon this passage in Winslow’s letter because to him its reasoning seemed wholly, self-evidently specious. The order concerning the rank of provincial officers was the king’s order; the provincial troops were royal subjects; the king or his representative might command them as he saw fit in defense of the realm. That they could characterize themselves as the “executors” of some “trust” other than the prompt execution of their superiors’ commands was virtually seditious. When Loudoun thought of proper command relationships and soldierly qualities, he thought first of obedience, loyalty, and subordination. He unhesitatingly obeyed his own direct superiors, the duke of Cumberland and George II; it was quite incomprehensible to him that the bumpkins of New England could fail to understand so basic a relationship. The only reasonable conclusion, and the one Loudoun drew, was that the provincials were self-interested, perverse, and actively opposed to his (hence, the king’s) authority.

What the irascible Scot failed to understand was that the provincial field officers had had no firsthand experience with the two institutions that had fostered his ideas of proper social and military relationships: a professional army and a highly stratified social system. English society, with its elaborate clientage networks and its vast distances between the great and the humble, operated on far different assumptions and followed different rules from the much smaller-scale societies of colonial North America.

At about the time Loudoun was; composing his report to Whitehall, he received a letter from Governor Thomas Fitch of Connecticut that made explicit some of the curious assumptions of the colonial world. Fitch had learned of the possibility of a junction between regular and provincial troops and was writing to register his concern. Loudoun doubtless found the letter meddlesome and offensive, full of the same egregious sophistry that Winslow and his officers had employed to justify their resistance to his authority. Fitch, the elected governor of a highly insular colony, was very much a product of the same small world as the provincial officers, and the principles he articulated were their principles, too. “Your Lordship will see,” he wrote,

that these [provincial] Troops were not raised to act in conjunction with the Kings Troops, as we were then [when the provincials were raised] altogether unacquainted with his Majesty’s Intentions respecting the Operations that would be Directed for annoying the Enemy: Yet are nevertheless raised for the same Service and Sent forth under the command of Officers appointed and commissioned for that purpose; it therefore seems necessary that these Troops be continued under the same Command and Employed agreeable to the Design of their Enlistments, otherwise the Contract between them and their Constituants made for promoting his Majesty’s service in this particular may be broken and their Rights violated; the Consequence of which may be greatly prejudicial not only to the King’s Interest and the Safety of the Country at this Time but may prove a great Discouragement on future Occasions.

None of the key ideas Fitch employed—the “Rights” of the soldiers, the “Contract between them and their Constituants”—had any compelling meaning for Loudoun; yet New Englanders thought in precisely these terms. The governor was explaining that the operative relationship, so far as the provincial soldier was concerned, was between himself and the province that he understood to be his employer. Although he surely assumed that he was fighting on the king’s behalf, the soldier did not regard himself as an employee of the king; it was, after all, the colony that paid his wages and supplied him with food, according to the contract (“made for promoting his Majesty’s service”) to which he subscribed at enlistment. The idea of the king’s intervening, by virtue of his sovereign authority, to alter the terms of an agreement to which he was not a party made no sense: no contract could be changed without the mutual consent of the parties involved. An enlistment contract was no exception: any unilateral attempt to change the agreement simply nullified it and voided the soldier’s contractual responsibilities. Such thinking produced an army that was wholly alien to Loudoun’s experience: an army made up of men who assumed that soldiers’ rights and the conditions of their enlistment had a real bearing on day-to-day operations—men who behaved as if they were in fact the equals of their leaders.

To Lord Loudoun, the talk of contractual commitments and obligations was a smokescreen generated by a few provincial officers who were intent on keeping their rank and command; who were, moreover, intent on thwarting him and the war effort to promote their own fortunes and those of the master conspirator, William Shirley. Loudoun sincerely thought that the provincial privates were amenable to joint service with the regulars, and that whatever fears had grown up among them had been “industriously raised” by Shirley’s henchmen. Evidence exists, however, to suggest that this was not the case. Numerous soldiers’ diaries that survive from the war demonstrate that the men in fact agreed with their officers about the centrality of contract, although they frequently disagreed over the application of the principle. A survey of thirty journals, mostly those of junior officers and enlisted men, reveals instances of soldiers’ actions that reflected motivating ideas of contract, from the beginning to the end of the American phase of the war.

Virtually every private’s diary begins with a formalized entry. For example: “April 5 1758 I Lemuel Lyon of Woodstock Inlisted under Captain David holms of Woodstock in newingLand For this present Cannody Expordition—I Received of Captain Holms £2.0s.,od.” Or this one, by Jonathan French of Andover: “there Being Orders By the great and Generall Court or Assembly to raise 1800 Men Under the Command of His Excelency ye Right Honle the Earl of Loudoun; for the Defence of His Majestys Colonies and for the anoyance of His Majties Enemies in North:America and upon Consideration of Six dollars Bounty and Some other articles I inlisted in Sd Service William Arbuthnot of Boston being apointed Capt of a Company in the Rigmt Comanded by Coll Joseph Fry.” Such entries record the undertaking of an agreement (enlistment), its parties (the soldier and the enlisting officer), and the receipt of a consideration by which the contract was confirmed. The province, of course, kept muster lists and payrolls—official records of service that conveyed the same information—so the diarists did not in fact need to record the data they habitually placed in their initial entries. That they did so with great consistency suggests that the soldiers were consciously keeping track of the bargain between themselves and their province, as well as its fulfillment—a written record to which they could refer in case their employer reneged on any part of its obligation. Hence the frequent notations concerning the issue and quality of provisions take on additional significance, since the province agreed to supply the men with stated quantities of food and rum each week, as well as specified articles of bedding and clothing.

The province sometimes failed to keep its soldiers supplied with the articles it had promised; conveying huge volumes of provisions and other necessaries across vast stretches of wilderness was always difficult and frequently impossible.2 When the logistical system broke down, the diaries reveal that the troops often took concerted action in the form of mutiny or mass desertion to register their discontent with what from their perspective looked like an employer that was failing to live up to its end of the bargain. The fourteen instances of troop disorder mentioned in the diaries indicate that Winslow and his fellow officers were not in the least exaggerating their warnings to Loudoun.3 Once they became convinced that the province had broken faith with them, provincial soldiers did not hesitate to show their dissatisfaction by refusing to work or by marching off. Furthermore, these instances of willful disobedience demonstrate remarkable consistencies in causation and in the actions undertaken by the protesting troops.
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