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INTRODUCTION

Confederate soldier George Washington Miley spent the first months of 1864 exchanging letters with his future wife, Tirzah Amelia Baker. Confined to the south bank of Virginia’s Rapidan River and facing Union soldiers across the water, Miley lamented his continued presence in the army and his absence from loved ones, especially during the just-passed Christmas season. Baker recounted activities in their community and anticipated Miley’s return on furlough. However, after reenlisting for the duration of the war and recognizing that a furlough was unlikely, Miley paused to consider what record might be left of his service. “Three years, I can scarcely reconcile myself to the truth—think of happy schoolday hours—they appear as but yesterday,” he wrote. “Think of the scenes, the trials we have all witnessed and experienced, it appears to be an age since they began. Three long years . . . lost and even forgotten by many.”1 Miley’s lament—that civilians had forgotten the rigors and sacrifices of soldiers’ experiences—was a common refrain among veterans on both sides of the conflict. Equally troubling was the suspicion that history itself would ignore their contributions to the war effort. Despite soldiers’ meticulous recording of their actions, preserved in hundreds of thousands of letters and diaries, most believed that a true record of their service would never be written.

Miley’s concern was well founded. For many years, scholars of the Civil War paid little attention to soldiers as individuals. Historians mined diaries and letters, but that material was rarely used to frame explanations of the war that soldiers would have recognized. Over the last twenty years, however, scholars have rediscovered the trials of soldiers. They have sought to understand both the “deeds” and the “passions” (to quote Walt Whitman) of the men who fought the war. What did they believe about the conflict? Did those beliefs change over the course of the war? What actions did they take as a result of those beliefs? How did prewar attitudes shape wartime behavior? And, conversely, did wartime experiences fundamentally alter soldiers’ views of the world?

Miley might be surprised to find that there is a whole subfield of scholarship in soldier studies today, but he would surely appreciate those scholars’ efforts to comprehend the all-too-human nature of most soldiers. Historians of soldiers begin from the assumption that soldiers are real historical actors who have the potential to shape, not simply respond to, their environment. This is an important point in a field that frequently mobilizes abstract ideas—liberty and slavery, federalism and states’ rights, or simply the force of war—to explain historical change. Scholars of soldiers share a methodology that builds from the experiences of common people to explain larger patterns of historical change. They typically share a common body of sources as well: the tens of thousands of diaries and letters written by soldiers and their families during the war. The scholars who contributed to this collection rely heavily on those traditional bodies of evidence but also demonstrate the usefulness of new or underutilized sources. Chandra Manning’s essay, for example, relies on evidence gathered from regimental newspapers produced on both sides during the war. Although more common among Northern units than Southern ones (owing to the high cost and scarcity of printing resources in the Confederacy), these papers provide an important window into how soldiers explained the conflict as it occurred. Likewise, both Timothy Orr and Charles Brooks draw new insights based on regimental resolutions. They use these sources to ask new questions about the political orientation and behavior of Civil War soldiers. Some of the essays that follow focus exclusively on one side or the other, while others are explicitly comparative. The result is an opportunity to identify the values and practices that Northerners and Southerners shared, as well as those that drove them apart. Last, these essays share an outlook that emphasizes the value of soldiers as subjects for broad and meaningful histories. As the essays in this collection reveal, these historians are as interested in the larger questions of American history—the nature and practice of democracy, the character and influence of religious belief, and the shifting attitudes toward race—as they are in questions about the war itself.

All the essays in this collection show that soldiers on both sides were autonomous historical actors. They did not necessarily control every aspect of their worlds, and they did not always fully understand the situations they found themselves in or the effects of their actions, but they willfully shaped the course of the war. The men that we call soldiers thought and acted as citizens. Miley made this explicit in his correspondence. Despite his lament about the lack of recognition of soldiers’ sacrifices, he remained committed to the war for reasons that he identified as explicitly political. “Our lives are staked for that which naught but life can obtain—Liberty and Independence,” Miley wrote.2 Soldiers like Miley did not choose only one aspect of their lives to fulfill—soldier or citizen—but lived them simultaneously. Volunteers faced a difficult struggle to balance their competing obligations, just as civilians did in their multiple roles. A recognition of this reality makes the war experience both more complex and more interesting, and this holistic perspective, increasingly common among scholars of the war in general, promises even more fruitful studies that link the experiences of the home front and the battlefront.

Equally important are the ways that soldiers identified themselves as Christians, as men, and in racial terms. In some cases, religious identity strengthened volunteers’ commitment to their national cause; in others, it created tensions between their competing duties. The evidence on this topic demonstrates that questions of faith were inextricably tied to questions of state. Likewise, questions of gender permeated every aspect of military life. Husbands and wives argued about where a man could best serve his family and his nation, Northerners criticized the enervating effects of slavery on Southern men, and Southerners responded by condemning Northern invaders as barbaric. Even as black men enlisted in Northern armies and used their new position to claim American manhood, whites in both sections articulated competing visions of race and citizenship. Southerners labored under the stress of war to hold slavery intact and drew sustenance from their position as defenders of the racial order. Northerners responded more ambivalently, with some decrying the shift toward emancipation and others leading the charge. The prospect of abolishing slavery imbued many soldiers with a sense of righteousness and emboldened them in their fight against the South. Last, the panoply of competing forces that created soldiers’ understandings of the war shaped how veterans memorialized the conflict in later years. The essays that follow explore all these themes and reveal how fully historicized the study of Civil War soldiers has become. They also reveal the promise of future scholarship that begins from the premises outlined above and leads to new conclusions about and new insights into America’s greatest conflict.

The volume opens with a survey of the literature on soldiers. Early writers on the war relied on soldiers’ accounts principally to fashion broad military and political narratives. Since the early 1980s, studies of Civil War soldiers have grown increasingly sophisticated in their scope and interpretation. The emergence of this perspective in the literature begs the question: why then? What can explain the explosion in research on soldiers in the 1980s and 1990s? The first essay proposes an answer that stems from both disciplinary innovations, such as the rise of social history, and historic events, such as the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement. The analysis of the literature provides an important background for understanding the rest of the essays in this collection.

The next three essays investigate the problems soldiers faced because of the war. Chandra Manning, Jason Phillips, and Lisa Laskin reveal the fundamentally historical nature of the current scholarship on soldiers; all three authors show soldiers responding to the changing context of war by revising their beliefs and actions. In 1861 and much of 1862, most Northern soldiers preferred not to think about slavery and emancipation, but the problem—in the form of runaway slaves—was forced upon them. Contrary to the standard perception that emancipation generated anger and resentment among Northern soldiers, Manning shows that white Union soldiers increasingly supported emancipation, and they did so before many civilians or political leaders in the North came around to that point of view. As Ohioan George Landrum explained to his sister, writing from Alabama in early 1862, “We are all becoming Abolitionists here. I detest the institution of slavery.” These soldiers saw emancipation as a way to end the war more quickly and punish the South; unfortunately, few could make the transition from opposing slavery to supporting racial equality. Phillips’s essay investigates a similar intellectual transformation among Confederates. Refuting previous interpretations that stressed the common Americanness of Civil War soldiers, Phillips demonstrates the depth of antipathy engendered by four years of brutal warfare and shows how Confederate soldiers demonized their Union adversaries. Condemning the invasion of Northern “Vandals,” “Hessians,” and “ruffian hordes” energized Confederates while distancing them from their former fellow citizens. If we recognize that the experiences of soldiers become the memories of veterans, Phillips’s research offers another explanation for the deep divisions of the Reconstruction era and beyond.

Whereas Manning and Phillips discuss elements that might bind soldiers of either the North or the South together, much recent literature has demonstrated the power of experience to divide each section internally. In her essay, Lisa Laskin explores the tensions and strife that existed within the South. She shows us the breach that opened between Confederate soldiers and civilians, especially when the former saw the latter as being insufficiently invested in the cause. South Carolinian Peter McDavid, for instance, lectured his sister on the lack of support soldiers received from civilians, even when “you who are at home [live] as well as ever you did in the halcyon days of peace.” McDavid’s lack of sympathy for the hardships experienced on the home front reveal the tensions between the two communities. Laskin’s careful sequencing of morale and events opens a new window on Confederate culture, showing that the war warped soldiers’ ability to perceive the world from other perspectives and enforced a deadly solipsism.

Of the various attitudes and beliefs that soldiers brought with them into the armies, perhaps none was as important as Christianity. Nonetheless, previous scholars have been divided over the extent to which soldiers remained obedient to their faith and the effect of religious beliefs in sustaining or depressing morale.3 As the essays of David Rolfs and Kent Dollar demonstrate, none of these questions has a straightforward answer. Rolfs’s essay plumbs the Northern experience to understand how soldiers reconciled the act of wartime killing with Christian precepts of charity and peacefulness. He summarizes the dilemma by noting that soldiers worried “that the same Bible . . . used to justify their holy crusade against the South also seemed to condemn the violence of war.” Rolfs attributes soldiers’ ability to find satisfactory solutions to these dilemmas to the flexibility of nineteenth-century Christianity and the moral and intellectual demands placed on the men who became soldiers. Dollar explores the isolation that many men of faith felt in the early months of the war. On both sides of the conflict, soldiers perceived themselves as living in a world that was hostile to religion. In response, Christian soldiers labored to retain a sense of faith and spirituality. Traditional accounts emphasize the revivals of late 1862 and 1863 as the moments when soldiers reconfirmed their faith, but Dollar shows that these revivals were successful partly because they were built on a foundation of religiosity established by Christian soldiers in the war’s early months. Whether in private prayer or in one of the many ad hoc communal worship services he describes, soldiers from both sides took time to practice their faith. Like Rolfs, Dollar shows that soldiers’ crises of faith were often the most significant religious events in their lives, thus demonstrating that the records of Civil War soldiers contain a wealth of material for historians of religion.

If religion was crucial to how soldiers conceptualized the war, politics was a competing faith for many men. The essays by Timothy Orr, Charles Brooks, and Kevin Levin all demonstrate the continuing relevance of politics in the lives of soldiers. Historians often use Clausewitz’s aphorism that war “is a continuation of political will carried out by other means” as an epigram for the Civil War.4 These three authors illustrate another aspect of this idea: the process of war, and of soldiering, is political as well. Orr’s analysis of Pennsylvania soldiers reveals their insistence on retaining the political identities they possessed as civilians. Vigorous in their battles with Rebels, they were equally vigorous in their battles with Democrats at home. Members of the 100th Pennsylvania passed a resolution asserting that Democrats who opposed the war were an “integral part of the Rebellion . . . and as such, should suffer the traitor’s doom.” In his suggestion that Union soldiers were prepared to do physical battle with those they perceived as their enemies at home, Orr also reveals how the context of war changed the acceptable means of protest and disagreement. Brooks describes the importance of officers’ respect for the autonomy of each enlisted man. Those who failed to show such respect faced the fate of Colonel R. T. P. Allen, who, within days of his appointment, was hoisted onto his horse and driven “out of the regimental grounds amid the hoots and jeers of the boys,” never to be seen again. In his analysis, Brooks proves why the Civil War should truly be considered a “popular” struggle. The summary dismissal of haughty officers by Texas soldiers demonstrated that they would demand the same political independence in the army that they were fighting to protect at home. Levin shows how postwar political disputes could be framed in terms of the war itself. In particular, he reconstructs the bitter and divisive conflicts between Virginia veterans and their fellow Confederates from other states over who deserved credit for repulsing the Union attack at the battle of the Crater in 1864. His essay is part of an emerging literature on veterans that emphasizes how soldiers’ wartime experiences shaped their postwar lives. As Levin’s research reveals, the same soldiers who defended their rights as political men during the war defended their memories of the conflict as a way to enact the politics of the 1880s and 1890s.

All these essays convey two important lessons about the history of the Civil War. They show that the war as a subject of study holds real promise for new and insightful research. Even more important, by exploring the connections between the experience of the war and the larger world of nineteenth-century America, they demonstrate how rewarding that research can be.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank a number of people who helped make this volume possible. First are the contributors, who responded cheerfully and efficiently to every deadline and request. Editors often tell horror stories of having to chase down recalcitrant contributors or of projects that take decades to complete, so I thank the writers for ensuring that I have no such stories of my own. Peter Carmichael, Bill Link, and Michele Gillespie were supportive series editors throughout the project. Pete encouraged me when the volume was just an idea, Bill drew on his deep experience to explain the process to a novice, and Michele offered insightful comments. At the University Press of Kentucky, Joyce Harrison was delightful to work with; her enthusiasm and professionalism helped carry the project along. On behalf of all the contributors, I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers, who gave us detailed and serious suggestions that strengthened the volume considerably. Finally, I would like to thank several people who supported me during this project. Dale Clifford at the University of North Florida offered a careful critique of my contribution and has been a consistent supporter of my scholarly efforts. Gary Gallagher provided a worthy model of professional achievement in editing and, as always, was generous with his encouragement. Last, my wife Megan offered the support and love that sustain me. Thanks to them all.

NOTES

1. George Washington Miley to Tirzah Amelia Baker, April 12, 1864, George Washington Miley Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond.

2. Ibid.

3. For the argument that religious faith stabilized Confederate morale, see Drew Gilpin Faust, “Christian Soldiers: The Meaning of Revivalism in the Confederate Army” Journal of Southern History 53 (February 1987): 63–90. For the opposite argument, see Richard E. Beringer, Herman Hattaway, Archer Jones, and William N. Still Jr., Why the South Lost the Civil War (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986).

4. Carl von Clausewitz, On Strategy: Inspirations and Insight from a Master Strategist (New York: Wiley and Sons, 2001), 184–85.


THE BLUE AND THE GRAY
IN BLACK AND WHITE

Assessing the Scholarship
on Civil War Soldiers

Aaron Sheehan-Dean

One of the persistent frustrations of historians of antebellum America is the paucity of primary sources from common people, black or white. The prohibitions on teaching slaves to read and write and the conditions of slavery partially explain the absence of extensive firsthand evidence from slaves themselves, but no such explanation exists with regard to middle- and lower-class whites. Thus, historians of slavery have to fall back on a method of triangulating their subjects through a variety of secondhand documents: court records, wills, census reports, newspaper accounts, and travelers’ observations. The difficulty this poses for historians of the antebellum South is fairly evident in most writings on the topic. Historians of the Civil War face the opposite problem. They have not too few sources from common people but too many. The mass of diary and letter collections, which has grown steadily over the past 140 years and continues to do so with each publishing season, threatens to overwhelm even the most dedicated reader.

Despite the plethora of evidence from the war years, however, only in the last two decades have scholars begun using it in a systematic way to understand the experiences of common people during the Civil War. Soldiers’ accounts, in particular, have proved to be invaluable sources on questions ranging from emancipation and race to nationalism and reunion to gender and the family. The records created by soldiers on both sides of the conflict, the vast majority of whom can be classified as common people, have long been mined by historians to tell traditional stories regarding battles and elections. Anecdotes and records of individual movements are often crucial for scholars seeking to piece together a sequence of events during the typically chaotic Civil War battles. What was missing until the mid-1980s was an exploration of soldiers’ accounts that treated them as autonomous and important historical actors. How did soldiers understand the purpose of the war? How did they perceive the shift to emancipation and hard war? How did they conceptualize victory or defeat? The subfield of soldier studies within Civil War history developed rapidly in the 1980s and 1990s. Historians effectively addressed the questions just posed, and others, by turning their attention to the people who actually fought the war. Researchers also discovered that the utility of soldiers’ records goes well beyond questions regarding the war itself and its outcome. In the last few years, historians have also begun reading the accounts of soldiers to address larger questions about the American past. As the essays in this collection demonstrate, the correspondence of soldiers and their families reveals the beliefs and practices of ordinary men and women on a range of topics.

The study of soldiers, along with the study of battles, defined the earliest attempts to gain historical perspective on the Civil War. In the decades after the conflict, veterans, their relatives, and their admirers began this effort by composing thousands of regimental histories.1 This writing reflected all the strengths and weaknesses of history as it was practiced in the mid-nineteenth century. Simultaneously antiquarian and heroic, these accounts served more a memorial purpose than a historical one. The authors of regimental histories usually described the process of enlistment, tracked the movement of the unit, and explained the military engagements in which the soldiers were involved. Regimental histories often included extensive detail regarding soldiers’ lives, but they tended to be mostly institutional in their focus. The units were treated as representative of the communities within which they were organized, and their performance, usually on the battlefield, was analyzed as a means of assessing the virtue of those citizens. This tradition of writing continues today, with regimental histories that often include substantial information about soldiers but rarely analyze that material in historically useful ways.2 Although this approach to the study of soldiers is the chronological antecedent of current writing, the narrow focus and celebratory tone of most regimental histories ensured their isolation from the more analytical studies of soldiers that have emerged in the last two decades.

Alongside regimental histories, the narratives written for several decades after the conflict focused mostly on the actions of generals and politicians. Description trumped explanation, and authors spent much of their energy showing how particular battles or campaigns unfolded. Ascertaining the correct sequence of events in a war is certainly essential to understanding how the final outcome was reached, but a fascination with Lee and Lincoln often replaced a deeper explanation of the meaning of the events under review. For writers operating in this mode, the diaries and letters of soldiers helped explain particular decisions or events. Little consideration was given to thinking about the war from the perspective of those who fought it; instead, their testimony was used to corroborate or explain the story of the war written from the headquarters tent or the White House.

With little scholarship focusing on soldiers in the generations after the war, most historiographers have identified the origins of this field of research in the work of Bell Irvin Wiley.3 Wiley’s work was seminal, and the questions he posed have influenced several decades of scholarship. The study of Civil War soldiers, however, also developed as a response to larger changes in the discipline of history, such as the growth of social history and the use of quantitative methods. Over the last two decades, the field has moved toward increasingly analytical and historical studies that allow scholars to answer questions about the experience and outcome of the war as well as the course of American history in the nineteenth century. Contrary to the conventional wisdom that the Civil War has been exhausted as a field of productive research, the growth and continuing development of soldier studies reveal historians’ ability to enrich well-established topics with new questions and new modes of analysis.

Albert Burton Moore, with his study of Confederate conscription, and Ella Lonn, with her study of desertion, should be credited as the first scholars to treat soldiers on their own terms.4 Both crafted stories of the war that identified soldiers as the central agents of change and demonstrated the range of influences that inspired soldiers to act. Moore and Lonn provided a useful model for later scholars by using soldiers’ experiences to revise the standard accounts of the war. It was Wiley in the 1940s, however, who wrote the first holistic accounts of soldier life and helped inspire future scholars to see the range of topics that could be addressed by making soldiers the main objects of study. Wiley wrote at nearly the same time that Frank Owsley was working to put common whites back into the center of narratives on the antebellum South.5 Like Owsley, Wiley clearly liked his subjects. He saw most Civil War soldiers as good men who were earnestly committed to the causes they fought for, even if those causes did not factor too much into his explanation of their world. Wiley painted a comprehensive picture of the experiences of both Northern and Southern soldiers, emphasizing description instead of analysis. With the exception of a handful of articles in the 1960s and 1970s, Wiley’s work remained the main source and standard for histories of soldiers. Among the studies that did appear, many assumed a simplicity of calculation that later histories have rejected. David Donald’s 1959 article “The Confederate Man as Fighting Man” explained the loss of the Confederacy partly as a result of Southerners’ inability to overcome their democratic and localistic nature.6 Similarly, a 1969 article by Harry Scheiber assumed unalterable Southern opposition to centralized government and then worked backward to locate one source of the collapse of Confederate morale in tardy pay for Southern soldiers.7 Although these pieces improved on Wiley in their attention to argument, they retained the static quality that hampered much of the early writing on the topic.

Calls to rejuvenate the study of soldiers emerged in the 1980s and were answered by a host of rigorous studies. Marvin Cain initiated the new movement with his request for American historians to produce something similar to John Keegan’s work on European warfare in his groundbreaking The Face of Battle.8 Keegan’s sympathetic and intimate evaluation of how soldiers acted and felt provided a lofty example for scholars, but it also emphasized soldiers’ military experiences at the expense of all else. Pursuit of Keegan’s model yielded dozens of important insights regarding why the war happened as it did and how people experienced it at the time, but this approach did not exhaust the ways that the writings of Civil War soldiers could be used. In particular, scholars have recognized that soldiering was only one part of most men’s identity. Nearly all Civil War soldiers volunteered, and it is fair to say that all of them retained their sense of being both soldier and civilian through the conflict. Alongside his historiographical analysis, Cain reminded scholars to treat soldiers as a part of their societies and to consider the moral implications of war and fighting.9 Cain’s primary focus on Union soldiers reflected an existing bias in the field, a trend that has been reversed only in the last several years. Most usefully, Cain raised a series of questions that future scholars could use as the starting points for their research: What was the relationship of officers to enlisted men? How did they understand each other? Why did soldiers follow orders? Cain also issued one of the earliest appeals for a study of Union soldiers’ reactions to emancipation, an issue that continues to interest and challenge historians.

Maris Vinovskis issued the next plea for new research with his article “Have Social Historians Lost the Civil War? Some Preliminary Demographic Speculations.”10 Although the article appeared in the middle of the wave of soldier scholarship produced between the early 1980s and the late 1990s, it influenced the direction of research in important ways. Vinovskis called on scholars to undertake another sort of investigation into the material left by soldiers, different from that recommended by Cain and other historians. Rather than asking traditional questions regarding battles, campaigns, and politics, he urged scholars to consider more general topics from U.S. history. Vinovskis bemoaned the lack of attention to what he called “the effects of the war on everyday life in the United States.” He encouraged social historians in particular to incorporate the war into their studies of people and places in the nineteenth century. Questions regarding birth, marriage, and death rates; class conflict; ethnic identity; race relations; and national memory all require a careful analysis of the war’s impact. Vinovskis’s article helped direct scholarly attention to soldiers as the place to begin addressing these topics.

Vinovskis’s injunction came at the start of an outpouring of research into soldiers and their experiences. Beginning in the early 1980s and cresting in the late 1990s, historians produced dozens of studies on the nature of the Civil War as it was lived by participants. Some of the best writing on soldiers has focused on the issue of motivation. American historians largely agree that slavery caused the Civil War, in the elemental sense that conflicts over slavery drove people of the two regions apart and precipitated the political breakdown of secession. Although accurate at the grand level of causation, slavery, in the abstract, does not explain what motivated individual Southern men to enlist and remain in armies, just as emancipation does not provide a satisfactory explanation for what motivated individual Northern men to do the same. Historians have responded to this problem by crafting increasingly sophisticated analyses of how soldiers understood the crisis of secession, the initiation of the war, and the changing nature of the conflict. Alongside these explanations of why citizens chose to make themselves soldiers has been a pressing need to explain why some also unmade themselves as soldiers, deserting the ranks to either return home or join the ranks of their former enemy. In addition to motivation, scholars have explored how soldiers impacted the course of the war and how the experience of war impacted them. The best studies demonstrate the interconnections among all three issues—motivation, experience, and effect.

Joseph Glatthaar’s seminal study, The March to the Sea and Beyond: Sherman’s Troops in the Savannah and Carolinas Campaign, offers one of the clearest analyses of how soldiers had to rethink the nature of the war as they experienced it. Glatthaar’s analysis begins with the army in 1864, but the early chapters include a demographic and intellectual portrait of Sherman’s men that addresses the question of initial motivation. In a chapter entitled “The Army and the Cause,” Glatthaar explains that most Northern men enlisted to defend the Union and remained in the army because of a continued commitment to that goal and faith in their commander, “Uncle Billy,” and because of the accumulated investment made in blood over the previous three years.11 Glatthaar’s analysis paved the way for future scholarship by showing how the experience of the war forced soldiers to reconsider the elements that held them in service. For Sherman’s troops in particular, fighting their way across the Lower South, the problems of race and slavery forced themselves into the soldiers’ consciousness. Although few Northerners entered the war to emancipate slaves, the experience of fighting through Southern communities and of coming to know slaves and their masters firsthand shifted the opinion of many Union soldiers. By historicizing the opinions of soldiers, Glatthaar added a crucial temporal dimension to studies of soldiers that had previously been missing.

The recognition that soldiers could change their minds over time, although perhaps not revelatory to those outside the field, opened up a variety of possibilities for scholars of the war. Reid Mitchell, Gerald Linderman, and Mark Grimsley all crafted vigorously historical accounts of soldiers that demonstrated significant change over time. Mitchell’s first book, Civil War Soldiers: Their Expectations and Their Experiences, characterized soldiers on both sides as retreating from the noble beliefs that spurred the conflict. Mitchell offered one of the first clear analyses of Confederate enlistment, arguing that it was motivated by defensive, fearful visions of the North imposing a new racial order. He captured this outlook with the insight that “the Civil War was a war to protect freedom before it was a war to extend freedom.”12 Northern soldiers, for their part, enlisted to protect liberty as well, but they identified the Union as the bulwark of that liberty. Family honor, the demands of masculinity, and patriotic loyalty to one’s country factored significantly into the motivations of both Northern and Southern men. Whereas Glatthaar’s narrative captured a sense of the partial redemption that Union soldiers experienced through the dual accomplishments of emancipation and military victory, Mitchell showed the dehumanizing effect of military service and the extent to which the war exacerbated sectional animosity on the individual level.

Gerald Linderman’s Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War showed a similar arc of change, but one that was explained through a constellation of Victorian values that slowly eroded during the war.13 Like Mitchell, Linderman saw soldiers as entering the war with refined and unrealistic notions of service. Courage, manhood, religion, honor, and knightliness all died in the mud alongside comrades at Shiloh, Antietam, and Gettysburg. The institutional qualities of discipline and obedience held the armies together after the disillusionment of modern warfare forced itself on the soldiers. Linderman’s interpretation satisfied those who longed to see soldiers treated not as static objects but as thinking beings, but the obvious imprint of twentieth-century military experiences left others dissatisfied.14

Mark Grimsley’s The Hard Hand of War: Union Military Policy toward Southern Civilians, 1861–1865, though not focused exclusively on soldiers, offered a still more nuanced account of the transformation of values.15 Grimsley’s account explained the shift in Union military policy, from the “rosewater” policy of the war’s first year to the “hard” war of 1862 and beyond, as partly the product of a change in how Union soldiers understood the war. The anger and hostility of the mostly Confederate civilians of the white South contradicted early expectations of a grateful and largely Unionist Southern public. In response, Northern soldiers increasingly sanctioned direct reprisals against the property, both human and inanimate, of Southern citizens. Grimsley’s work neatly joins a careful analysis of how the war reshaped soldiers with an equally insightful analysis of how soldiers, in turn, reshaped the terms of the war. The reciprocal nature of this historical relationship demonstrates the maturation of the field as a whole—Civil War soldiers are no longer objects to be pulled out of the war for dissection but are living parts of the whole experience that can be understood only in relation to the context within which they existed.

During the 1980s and 1990s, a blizzard of studies descended. Most of these were tightly argued and focused on wartime questions. All drew on the substantial base of archival material that was still relatively underutilized by Civil War scholars. One of the most obvious places for Civil War scholars to focus their energies was on the experience of fighting. Virtually every author who writes about soldiers also writes about combat, but several authors made it their exclusive focus. Joseph Frank and George Reaves used the battle of Shiloh to explore the effect of combat on novice soldiers, and their conclusion was that soldiers survived with generally the same worldview as they had before the battle.16 This somewhat surprising summary reflects the emerging historiographical shift that defines soldiers as being shaped and influenced more by their civilian experiences than by their military ones. Current scholars do not deny the impact of service, but their research tends to reinforce factors such as political philosophy and family relations as being central to soldiers’ conception of the conflict.

Earl Hess’s analysis of Union soldiers and combat revealed a type of evolutionary growth, whereby volunteers processed their military experiences through outlooks formed as civilians. In a direct rejection of the chronology laid out by Linderman, Hess argued that most men became better soldiers over time. Hess addressed the questions of cowardice and suffering raised by Linderman but found that seasoned soldiers performed their jobs more efficiently rather than becoming disaffected. Hess characterized the effects of the transformation as follows: “becoming men of war did not necessarily destroy the soldier’s commitment to the issues of the conflict or his willingness to temporarily embrace the deadly game of the warrior to achieve the war’s goals.”17

Alongside combat, desertion remains one of the key unresolved topics in Civil War literature. Interest in the subject stems partly from the inherent fascination of both scholars and readers in the question of loyalty and the nature of men who abandon a commitment to defend their nation. A broad set of community studies demonstrated the difficulty of generalizing about patterns of desertion.18 These works opened questions that have yet to be fully answered. The old assumption, that desertion was a minor problem attributable to cowardice on the part of individual soldiers, proved to be incorrect. Confirming the conclusion reached by Lonn in her pioneering study, most of the recent scholarship has demonstrated that desertion had serious effects on both armies. Still, many of the studies, such as Judith Lee Halleck’s on New York and David Smith’s on Texas, situate the causes of desertion in the particular places where the units originated. Kevin Ruffner’s study of one regiment in the much-lauded Stonewall Brigade revealed surprisingly high desertion rates, which he explained as a consequence of the officers’ failure to secure proper supplies for a hard winter, as well as poor leadership in general. Thus, Ruffner’s conclusion, like those of many other local studies, inhibits scholars’ ability to offer desertion as evidence of mass disillusionment or as an explanation for Confederate defeat. Conversely, in the only book-length study of desertion, Mark Weitz argues that the invasion of Georgia by Union troops and the consequent hardships imposed, particularly on lower-class residents, spurred high rates of desertion after 1863 among north Georgia units.19 The loss of these men weakened the ability of Confederate troops in the region to resist Sherman’s advance and led to high numbers of people abandoning the Confederacy. Only more state studies and thorough study of the whole Confederacy and the whole Union can yield a definitive answer on the question of how desertion affected the war as a whole.

The issue of loyalty raised by studies of desertion has inspired historians to probe more deeply into nationalism as it relates to both the Union and the Confederacy. One of the defining elements of modern, popular wars is that soldiers fight partly, if not mostly, out of loyalty to the nation-state that sends them into battle. Beginning with the French Revolution and the successful effort to raise a mass army, democratic governments built militia systems to eliminate the need for standing professional armies. Although America’s antebellum militia system did not necessarily produce effective soldiers, it was one of the many mechanisms that reinforced the notion that the rights of citizenship were balanced by the obligation to defend one’s nation militarily. Civil War scholars have explored how both Northerners and Southerners conceptualized this obligation and how it changed over the course of the war. For most Northern soldiers, an ideological belief in a perpetual Union demanded a physical defense of that Union.20 Because the North won the conflict, the distorting power of hindsight can obscure wartime challenges to Northern unity and assume as fact the failure of Confederate nationalism. Sectional hostility to the South made fighting easier, but the increasingly antislavery policies of the North required reluctant emancipators to confront the notion of fighting for a nation despite opposition to its policies. Although a belief in the Union remained a viable source of inspiration for many Northerners throughout the conflict, the length and nature of the war severely tested Northern soldiers’ sense of nationalism.

Scholars of the Confederacy have had even greater difficulty with this issue. Finding Confederate soldiers who opposed the policies of their government is relatively easy—the draft, impressment, and the tax in kind generated intense controversy and a mountain of complaints. Determining whether that dissatisfaction indicated disloyalty to the nation has been more difficult. Some scholars have argued that soldiers’ active engagement with the political issues of the day reveals a commitment to improving the nation, and hence their support; others have stressed the divisiveness of such debates.21 The role played by white Southerners who retained their faith in the Union through the conflict and fought on behalf of the United States further complicates the issue.22 Still, the fact that Southern communities mobilized roughly 80 percent of their eligible men to fight in the war must be regarded as evidence that many people supported the Confederacy. Regardless of the argument being advanced, changes in the study of Confederate nationalism in recent years reveal the strides that historians have made, as new investigations ground themselves in a serious consideration of the people who made nationalism at the ground level, as opposed to those who formulated it in Richmond.23

While historians of combat, desertion, or nationalism used soldiers’ accounts and experiences to answer traditional questions about military and political affairs, other scholars adopted new strategies to investigate previously overlooked aspects of the war. In particular, studies of religion and gender allowed social and cultural historians entry into the Civil War arena. Gardiner Shattuck penned one of the first treatments of religion and Civil War armies.24 Shattuck was writing against the hagiographical treatment of Confederates and religion favored by J. William Jones in Christ in the Camp: Or, Religion in Lee’s Army.25 Whereas Jones lionized the religiosity of Confederate leaders, Shattuck began by describing the differences between prewar Northern and Southern Protestantism. For example, Northern churches advocated a “social morality” that sponsored reform movements, but Southern churches focused on “individual morality” and left social and political issues to the state. The result, according to Shattuck, was that Southern soldiers did not derive the same kind of inspiration from religion that Northern soldiers did. Later scholars tended to disagree. Drew Gilpin Faust, in her study of Confederate revivals, argued that although religion could propagate social conflict, it sustained most individuals through a traumatic time and offered a language with which to conceptualize defeat.26 Samuel Watson went even further, arguing that “religion pervaded the discourse of community at all levels; it played as important a part in sustaining individuals as it did in creating Confederate nationalism.”27 Religion continues to be one of the most fertile cross-fields, in part because it offers scholars the opportunity to comment on important pre- and postwar history while offering meaningful insights into wartime events.

In the same way, gender emerged in the 1990s as one of the subjects that allowed social historians to work on the Civil War. Although much of the work on gender and the war revolved around the home front and the experiences of women, important work was done linking the emerging study of masculinity to the war. Stephen Frank’s study of fatherhood revealed the possibilities of blending cultural, social, and military history.28 Frank read Civil War sources not for what they said about the war per se but for what they revealed about how men conceptualized their responsibilities as fathers. James Marten took this one step further in his study of Confederate fathers as soldiers. Building on Frank’s argument that fatherhood constituted one of the most important aspects of soldiers’ identities, Marten explored how this orientation affected the war. Rather than leading men to abandon the armies to protect their families, Marten found that, “in the minds of southern men, the war had made being a good and loyal soldier one of the duties of being a good father.”29 The fullest study of masculinity and soldiering came from Reid Mitchell, whose The Vacant Chair: The Northern Soldier Leaves Home offered new ways to understand the conflict and its impact on American society.30 Mitchell identified the “ideology of domesticity” as the dominant mode within which most Northern soldiers were nurtured. As he explained, Union soldiers used the metaphors and values of domesticity to understand everything from how to interact with their officers and Southern women to the proper relations between races and classes.

The research on soldiers and masculinity distinguishes itself precisely because the majority of studies on gender and the Civil War focus on women and the home front. This work has demonstrated the necessity of keeping both “fronts” in view when writing a full history.31 Women’s historians have pushed their analyses even further, including studies of those women who served as soldiers.32 This research, like the best of that on masculinity, has forced us to rethink how we explain motivation and other topics by showing that the traditional masculine imperatives of honor and aggression need to be recast or at least complemented by more universal notions of patriotism and civic duty. New perspectives on masculinity also help us rethink the larger narrative of American history. Although women served in small numbers—probably no more than several hundred on both sides during the war—their involvement reveals that women could become full participants in a public sphere from which they were actively excluded. As with other topics, war stories have the potential to upset long-standing notions about how Americans conceptualized their nation, their families, and themselves.

One of the most important components of the inquiry into Civil War soldiers has been the experience of black men who fought for the Union. The dominance of the Lost Cause interpretation of the war for much of the twentieth century meant that most historians excluded from their work the topics of slavery, emancipation, and the role of black people generally. The writings of black historians such as W. E. B. DuBois offered a counternarrative that put slavery and emancipation at the center of the war, but it was not until after the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s that white scholars started paying serious attention to the role of black people in the war. It was an African American scholar, Benjamin Quarles, who first delineated the experiences of blacks, particularly those who served in the Union army. Quarles’s 1953 The Negro in the Civil War accomplished for black soldiers what Wiley’s work had done for whites.33 Although subsequent scholarship on the black military experience has not kept pace with its white counterpart, a number of excellent monographs and important primary source collections have been published.34 These works demonstrate the centrality of the issue of race to the causes and outcomes of the war and the importance of the contribution made by black soldiers to the Union war effort.

The studies of black troops in the Union army complicate the picture of a glorious army of liberation, revealing instead one fraught with institutional discrimination and deep conflicts over the purpose of the war. African Americans themselves, we now know, wrestled with the decision to support the Union. They were neither blind to Northern whites’ reluctance to support emancipation nor sure that it would not be revoked later. Partly because of the unique nature of the issue, black soldiers are still generally treated as a topic separate from regular studies of soldiers. Joseph Glatthaar’s Forged in Battle: The Civil War Alliance of Black Soldiers and Their White Officers is one of the few studies that focuses on the race relations that developed during the war.35 Glatthaar’s study of both races as they functioned in the segregated United States Colored Troops reveals the sympathy and support that even initially hostile white officers developed after leading black soldiers in battle. This shift of racial sentiment demonstrates the power of the war to reorder priorities and outlooks in important ways. Despite the progress made during the war, Glatthaar found that few officers became advocates for blacks in the postwar period; the disillusionment of battle and the strength of postwar racial ideologies overwhelmed the positive credit that black soldiers had earned. Yet Glatthaar’s work and current research into the effect of the Civil War on racial outlooks—among soldiers and others—remind us that the outcomes of the war were neither foreordained nor predictable. Continued research into the black war experience and into the racial attitudes of white soldiers may reveal a history we have not yet seen.

The maturation of the field could be seen by the late 1980s, when a host of studies offered increasingly sophisticated interpretations of how and why soldiers acted as they did. Randall Jimerson and Earl Hess penned two of the most compelling treatments of motivation. Jimerson’s study, which analyzed both Northern and Southern soldiers, provided the now standard explanation that Southerners seceded and fought to protect slavery, to preserve self-government, and to resist being conquered by Yankees. Northerners, in contrast, fought because the Union offered the best defense of both the institution of democracy and the freedom that democracy was designed to foster.36 Hess’s account, which focused on Northern soldiers, identified ideology as central to the war effort. In his telling, self-government, democracy, individualism, and egalitarianism were the key characteristics of the antebellum Republic and the values most threatened by a victory by the slaveholding South.37 Writing a decade later, but in the same vein, James McPherson offered the fullest ideological explanation of the war yet. In McPherson’s account, the soldiers of both sides were motivated primarily by a defense of liberty, defined according to regional tastes. Studies of World War II veterans had revealed that men valued their fellow soldiers and the camaraderie they shared above any abstract philosophical defenses of the war. Not so with Civil War soldiers, argued McPherson, who identified in their public and private writings a sincere commitment to abstractions that would have baffled modern soldiers.38 These studies and others like them that singled out particular elements, such as religion, race, or masculinity, offered an intellectual history of the Civil War told through its participants. Although all three authors mentioned in this paragraph focused their analyses on explaining the war itself, they also pointed the way toward wider histories of the war that connected participants and events with the general trends of nineteenth-century America.

One more indication of the maturation of the field can be seen in how historians now integrate analyses of soldiers into their texts on all topics. In particular, studies of Confederate defeat, communities, and gender include thoughtful considerations of the role of soldiers. For the last decade, many historians have been preoccupied by the problem of how to explain the conclusion of the Civil War. Did the Union win, or the Confederacy lose? In particular, many scholars have argued that the Confederacy collapsed internally from an erosion of morale or lack of faith in its new federal government. In most accounts that make this argument, class conflict is offered as the central element eroding that faith.39 Disaffection on the home front often plays a prominent role in these accounts, but a full and convincing argument must rest on evidence that a significant number of soldiers abandoned their willingness to fight for the Confederacy. So far, scholars have uncovered isolated instances of soldiers abandoning the army, but not the kind of uniform disaffection that the most ambitious texts argue for.40

Much of the best recent scholarship on the Civil War can be found in the community studies that explain the experience of the war across a wide range of perspectives,41 including that of the soldier. Martin Crawford’s recent history of Ashe County, North Carolina, provides a good example of how local histories are enriched when the soldiers who left a particular place are tied back into the story. Crawford’s account alternates between the soldiers and the community they left, describing the shifts in belief and outlook as a product of the experiences of both places. The result is a much more nuanced picture of both soldiers and civilians than we could have expected two decades ago. G. Ward Hubbs’s recent study of an Alabama community shows this phenomenon in even finer detail.42 His subtitle, A Confederate Company in the Making of a Southern Community, indicates the extent to which battlefront and home front are intimately connected throughout the narrative. Hubbs fulfills this promise with a narrative that describes how the community of Greensboro, Alabama, was built by the sacrifices and hardship shared by white soldiers and civilians of the town. He shows that only by taking seriously the experiences of both home front and battlefront can we understand the racial and social order of the New South.

Gender is the last area where soldiers have emerged as a key source for scholars posing questions that transcend the Civil War. The earlier work done on masculinity by historians such as Frank, Marten, and Mitchell provided a foundation for scholars to build on and exceed the older and more narrow explanations of manhood, particularly among Confederates. Recent books by Paul Anderson, Stephen Berry, and Peter Carmichael demonstrate how a focus on soldiers can allow historians to craft rich and sophisticated stories.43 Anderson’s subject is Turner Ashby, an officer rather than an enlisted man, but his focus is the nature of masculine obligation and expression during the war. Anderson’s portrait of Southern masculinity shares more with the work of Marten and Frank than it does with earlier treatments that dealt more exclusively with honor and anger.44 Similarly, both Berry and Carmichael demonstrate that Confederate soldiers were motivated to fight as much by love as by fear or hatred. That conclusion brings us a fuller understanding of the nature of antebellum and wartime life for Confederates and generates important questions about the moral nature of love and war.

The high quality of much of the work done on soldiers in the 1980s and 1990s, and the success of that work in reshaping how we understand the Civil War, begs another question: how can an area of study that was dormant for so long suddenly explode into view and rise to prominence? Part of the explanation stems, as suggested at the beginning, from internal causes. The field of Civil War history in the 1970s was overburdened with narrow analyses of generals and presidents, battles and campaigns. Soldiers as a topic allowed historians to cut across military, political, social, and cultural lines rather than confining themselves to one area of study.

Changes within the history profession also played a role. The rise of social history, beginning in the 1960s in the United States, promised access to questions of pressing importance regarding class, race, gender, and region. Traditional as they usually are, Civil War historians resisted the opportunities promised by social history for longer than did researchers in most other fields. Historians of slavery, race, and emancipation led this disciplinary shift with careful studies of how and why the process of emancipation happened. Their studies of slavery focused on the experiences of the enslaved and demonstrated how social history could be used to answer political questions as well.45 Scholars of Civil War soldiers followed, writing the history of the war and the nation based on the experiences of the men who fought it. Today, much of the best social history research being conducted on the war is concerned with soldiers and their families.

A consideration of the context within which historians matured is equally important. The civil rights movement and the Vietnam War, in particular, shaped the authors who redefined the field of soldier studies. Both events spurred scholars to rethink their understanding of the process of historical change. Because of the nature of the American experience in Vietnam, the public was able to sympathize with those who actually fought the war. The extensive media coverage of the war and the personal nature of war protests and rallies compelled an appreciation for the individual’s experience of the conflict. As a result, historians developed a methodological impulse toward emphasizing people’s capacity to shape their own histories or even the grand historical narratives in which personal histories are embedded. Recent histories of the civil rights movement also reflect this methodological outlook. Rather than emphasizing the nationally prominent leaders or legislative acts that traditionally defined the period, scholars refocused their attention on individuals and communities, showing us how their actions shaped the process in significant ways.46 In addition, the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement revealed that the personal narratives of those who participated in large-scale events are not necessarily the same as the narratives that explain the nation-state. The similarities and differences between private and public memories have given scholars new insights into the past and into the process by which the stories of the past are constructed. The voluminous personal narratives of the Civil War have allowed historians of the period to apply the same approach to the mid-nineteenth century.

The broad and complex perspectives on the Civil War generated by scholars of soldiers suggest that perhaps the subject has been adequately covered. But like most important experiences in American history, new generations of Civil War scholars will find new questions to ask and previously overlooked areas on which to focus. The recent work on gender, for instance, reveals the potential for social and cultural historians to explore the relationship among masculinity, femininity, and war.47 The shifting contours of racial attitudes during and after the war require further analysis.48 The debates about Confederate nationalism and communities show no signs of flagging, and soldiers as subjects offer one of the best access points for this issue. In the future, the best work on soldiers may not even concern itself solely with the Civil War. Scholars of religion, politics, and intellectual and social life may all come to appreciate the value that firsthand accounts can add to their work. In short, historians will never stop fighting the Civil War, and we will continue to benefit from that struggle.

NOTES

1. Thousands of privately and professionally published regimental histories exist, both in wide circulation and in private collections. State historical societies or libraries are probably the main repository for the earliest sets of these writings. See, for example, Asa B. Isham, An Historical Sketch of the Seventh Regiment Michigan Volunteer Cavalry (New York: Town Topics, 1893), and George T. Williams, Company A, 37th Battalion Virginia Cavalry, C.S.A.: A History of Its Organization and Service in the War between the States, 1861–1865 (Roanoke, VA: R. H. Fishburne, 1910).

2. The Virginia Regimental History Series, published by H. E. Howard in Lynchburg, is perhaps the best example of the modern genre. The series includes one volume for each of the more than 160 Virginia units organized during the war. Each volume contains a full roster for the regiment, which includes muster roll information on each soldier and often census information as well. The narrative sections of the volumes, however, are usually brief descriptive accounts of where the units served and the engagements in which they participated.

3. Bell Irvin Wiley, The Life of Johnny Reb: The Common Soldier of the Confederacy (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1943), and The Life of Billy Yank: The Common Soldier of the Union (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1952).

4. Albert Burton Moore, Conscription and Conflict in the Confederacy (New York: Macmillan, 1924); Ella Lonn, Desertion during the Civil War (Gloucester, MA: American Historical Association, 1928; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998).

5. Frank Lawrence Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1949); Frank L. Owsley and Harriet C. Owsley, “The Economic Basis of Society in the Late Ante-Bellum South,” Journal of Southern History 6 (February 1940): 24–45.

6. David Donald, “The Confederate Man as Fighting Man,” Journal of Southern History 25 (May 1959): 178–93.

7. Harry N. Scheiber, “The Pay of Confederate Troops and Problems of Demoralization,” Civil War History 15 (September 1969): 226–36.

8. Marvin R. Cain, “A ‘Face of Battle’ Needed: An Assessment of Motives and Men in Civil War Historiography,” Civil War History 28 (1982): 5–27; John Keegan, The Face of Battle: A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo, and the Somme (New York: Viking, 1976).

9. Civil War scholars also took inspiration from colleagues writing on the Revolutionary War and earlier conflicts. The work of John Shy and others showed Civil War scholars how to ask broad questions about military experiences that were connected to social and political issues in the field. See, for example, John Shy, A People Numerous and Armed: Reflections on the Military Struggle for American Independence (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); Robert A. Gross, The Minutemen and Their World (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976); Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War: The Continental Army and American Character, 1775–1783 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979); and Fred Anderson, A People’s Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984).

10. Maris A. Vinovskis, “Have Social Historians Lost the Civil War? Some Preliminary Demographic Speculations,” Journal of American History 76 (June 1989): 34–58.

11. Joseph T. Glatthaar, The March to the Sea and Beyond: Sherman’s Troops in the Savannah and Carolinas Campaign (New York: New York University Press, 1985), 39–45.

12. Reid Mitchell, Civil War Soldiers: Their Expectations and Their Experiences (New York: Touchstone, 1988), 14.

13. Gerald Linderman, Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War (New York: Free Press, 1989).

14. Critics of Linderman raised another point that has troubled many studies—the extent to which he relied on memoirs composed after the war instead of on contemporary sources. Autobiographies and revised diaries published by soldiers present an attractive source for historians, but far too often the political and social changes wrought by the war color the material, making diaries and letters written during the war—which are also accessible in huge numbers—a more reliable source for historians seeking to capture wartime opinions.

15. Mark Grimsley, The Hard Hand of War: Union Military Policy toward Southern Civilians, 1861–1865 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

16. Joseph Allan Frank and George A. Reaves, “Seeing the Elephant”: Raw Recruits at the Battle of Shiloh (New York: Greenwood Press, 1989).

17. Earl J. Hess, The Union Soldier in Battle: Enduring the Ordeal of Combat (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1997), 157.

18. See, for example, Richard A. Reid, “A Test Case of the ‘Crying Evil’: Desertion among North Carolina Troops during the Civil War,” North Carolina Historical Review 58 (1981): 234–62; Judith Lee Halleck, “The Role of the Community in Civil War Desertion,” Civil War History 29 (June 1983): 123–34; David P. Smith, “Conscription and Conflict on the Texas Frontier, 1863–1865,” Civil War History 36 (September 1990), 250–61; and Kevin C. Ruffner, “Civil War Desertion from a Black Belt Regiment: An Examination of the 44th Virginia Infantry,” in The Edge of the South: Life in Nineteenth-Century Virginia, ed. Edward L. Ayers and John C. Willis (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1991), 79–108.

19. Mark Weitz, A Higher Duty: Desertion among Georgia Troops during the Civil War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000).

20. Melinda Lawson, Patriot Fires: Forging a New American Nationalism in the Civil War North (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002); Mary-Susan Grant, North over South: Northern Nationalism and American Identity in the Antebellum Era (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2000).

21. For the former interpretation, see William A. Blair, Virginia’s Private War: Feeding Body and Soul in the Confederacy, 1861–1865 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). For the opposite interpretation, see David Williams, Rich Man’s War: Class, Caste, and Confederate Defeat in the Lower Chattahoochee Valley (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1998).

22. Richard Nelson Current, Lincoln’s Loyalists: Union Soldiers from the Confederacy (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1992). Several recent community studies highlight the role of Unionism in mostly civilian populations. See Thomas G. Dyer, Secret Yankees: The Union Circle in Confederate Atlanta (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), and Margaret Storey, Loyalty and Loss: Alabama’s Unionists in the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2004).

23. Compare Faust’s approach to the question of nationalism, which focuses on the production of nationalist symbols, to Rubin’s account, which analyzes the changes in Confederates’ understanding of their nation over time. See Drew Gilpin Faust, Creation of Confederate Nationalism: Ideology and Identity in the Civil War South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), and Anne Sarah Rubin, A Shattered Nation: The Rise and Fall of the Confederacy, 1861–1868 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).

24. Gardiner H. Shattuck Jr., A Shield and Hiding Place: The Religious Life of Civil War Armies (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987).

25. J. William Jones, Christ in the Camp: Or, Religion in Lee’s Army (Richmond, VA: B. F. Johnson, 1887).

26. Drew Gilpin Faust, “Christian Soldiers: The Meaning of Revivalism in the Confederate Army,” Journal of Southern History 53 (February 1987): 63–90.

27. Samuel J. Watson, “Religion and Combat Motivation in the Confederate Armies,” Journal of Military History 58 (January 1994): 52.

28. Stephen M. Frank, “‘Rendering Aid and Comfort’: Images of Fatherhood in the Letters of Civil War Soldiers from Massachusetts and Michigan,” Journal of Social History 26 (fall 1992): 5–32.

29. James Marten, “Fatherhood in the Confederacy: Southern Soldiers and Their Children,” Journal of Southern History 63 (May 1997): 279.

30. Reid Mitchell, The Vacant Chair: The Northern Soldier Leaves Home (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).

31. See, for instance, LeeAnn Whites, The Civil War as a Crisis in Gender: Augusta, Georgia, 1860–1890 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995); Victoria Bynum, The Free State of Jones: Mississippi’s Longest Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001); and Jacqueline Glass Campbell, When Sherman Marched North from the Sea: Resistance on the Confederate Home Front (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).

32. Elizabeth D. Leonard, All the Daring of a Soldier: Women of the Civil War Armies (New York: Norton, 1999); DeAnne Blanton and Lauren M. Cook, They Fought Like Demons: Women Soldiers in the American Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002).

33. Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the Civil War (Boston: Little Brown, 1953).

34. Dudley Taylor Cornish, The Sable Arm: Negro Troops in the Union Army, 1861–1865 (New York: Norton, 1966); John David Smith, Black Soldiers in Blue: African American Troops in the Civil War Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002). For primary sources, see Ira Berlin, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland, Freedom’s Soldiers: The Black Military Experience in the Civil War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), and James M. McPherson, The Negro’s Civil War: How American Blacks Felt and Acted during the War for the Union (New York: Ballantine, 1965, 1991). A much smaller literature on the role of African Americans in Confederate armies exists as well. See Ervin L. Jordan, Black Confederates and Afro-Yankees in Civil War Virginia (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995).

35. Joseph T. Glatthaar, Forged in Battle: The Civil War Alliance of Black Soldiers and Their White Officers (New York: Free Press, 1989).

36. Randall C. Jimerson, The Private Civil War: Popular Thought during the Sectional Conflict (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988).

37. Earl J. Hess, Liberty, Virtue, and Progress: Northerners and Their War for the Union (New York: New York University Press, 1988).

38. James M. McPherson, For Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).

39. See, for example, Paul D. Escott, After Secession: Jefferson Davis and the Failure of Confederate Nationalism (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1978), and Many Excellent People: Power and Privilege in North Carolina, 1850–1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985); David Williams, Teresa Crisp Williams, and David Carlson, Plain Folk in a Rich Man’s War: Class and Dissent in Confederate Georgia (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002).

40. See, for instance, Bynum, The Free State of Jones; Paul Horton, “Submitting to the ‘Shadow of Slavery’: The Secession Crisis and Civil War in Alabama’s Lawrence County,” Civil War History 44 (June 1998): 111–36; and Rand Dotson, “‘The Grave and Scandalous Evil Infected to Your People’: The Erosion of Confederate Loyalty in Floyd County, Virginia,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 108, no. 4 (December 2000): 393–434. The last two articles show severe but geographically limited instances of class-based resistance.

41. See, for instance, Blair, Virginia’s Private War; Daniel E. Sutherland, Seasons of War: The Ordeal of a Confederate Community, 1861–1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1995); and Martin Crawford, Ashe County’s Civil War: Community and Society in the Appalachian South (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2001).

42. G. Ward Hubbs, Guarding Greensboro: A Confederate Company in the Making of a Southern Community (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003).

43. Paul Christopher Anderson, Blood Image: Turner Ashby in the Civil War and the Southern Mind (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002); Stephen W. Berry III, All That Makes a Man: Love and Ambition in the Civil War South (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Peter S. Carmichael, The Last Generation: Young Virginians in Peace, War, and Reunion (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).

44. See, for example, Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), and Steven A. Channing, Crisis of Fear: Secession in South Carolina (New York: Norton, 1974).

45. See, for example, John Blassingame, The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972); Herbert Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750–1925 (New York: Vintage, 1976); Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory and the Foundations of Black America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); and Lawrence W. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from Slavery to Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977).

46. See, for example, Robert Korstad, Civil Rights Unionism: Tobacco Workers and the Struggle for Democracy in the Mid-Twentieth-Century South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Timothy Tyson, Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999).

47. Scholars who pursue this route can tap into a number of recent studies that explore gender and warfare in other periods. See Kristin L. Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), and Christina S. Jarvis, The Male Body at War: American Masculinity during World War II (De Kalb: University of Northern Illinois Press, 2004).

48. Chandra Manning’s forthcoming work, based on her dissertation “‘What This Cruel War Was Over’: Why Union and Confederate Soldiers Thought They Were Fighting the Civil War” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 2003), promises to advance the field considerably.


A “VEXED QUESTION”

White Union Soldiers on Slavery and Race

Chandra Manning

If anyone had told E. C. Hubbard in January 1861 that he would fight to end slavery, he likely would have laughed or, if in a quarrelsome mood, thrown a punch. By his own admission, he “came into the service . . . thinking that a negro [was] a parallel case of a dog.” Yet by December 1861, Sergeant Hubbard of the Thirteenth Illinois complained that the Union’s failure to destroy slavery was prolonging the war, and he, like many of his fellow enlisted soldiers, demanded an end to the institution that they identified as the root of the conflict.1 The first Americans to insist on a connection between emancipation and Union victory were black Americans; the first group of white Americans whose views they changed consisted of Union soldiers serving in the South, who in turn developed into advocates and agents of emancipation. Yet white soldiers’ embrace of emancipation came with limits. Although blacks knew that slavery could not be separated from race, white Union troops initially ignored questions of racial equality or black rights. The fury of the war, God’s apparent intervention in the July 4 victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg, and the performance of black soldiers convinced many whites in the Union army that their racial attitudes made them complicit in the sin of slavery and even led some to demand black rights; however, support for the rights of African Americans varied with the course of the war. Together, the advances in and limitations of white Union soldiers’ views on slavery and race help explain the achievements and disappointments of the war and its aftermath.

Although studies of Civil War soldiers abound, no methodical examination of white Union soldiers’ changing views on slavery and race exists. Bell Irvin Wiley’s seminal works, The Life of Billy Yank and “Billy Yank and the Black Folk,” conflated slavery and race and led to the long-standing assumption that Northern racism made soldiers oppose emancipation.2 Later works, including Reid Mitchell’s Civil War Soldiers and James McPherson’s For Cause and Comrades, depict variations in Union views on slavery and race, but their thematic (rather than chronological) organization makes change over time difficult to track.3 Joseph Glatthaar shows support for emancipation by the end of the war in The March to the Sea and Beyond: Sherman’s Troops in the Savannah and Carolinas Campaign, but Glatthaar’s subject precludes an examination of earlier developments and excludes men not in Sherman’s army.4 Still needed is a systematic examination of white soldiers’ views on slavery and race, with particular attention to change over time and to the role of enlisted men as agents of change who expected to influence the progress of the war.

Drawing conclusions about white Union soldiers’ views on slavery and race presents challenges, because the army consisted of millions of individuals who disagreed with one another on nearly everything. It is not difficult to find an example of a soldier to support virtually any point of view. The task here is not to make a case for harmony but to examine dominant patterns in white Union soldiers’ positions on slavery and race as expressed in the letters and diaries of mainly enlisted men (along with some junior officers) from West and East, immigrant and native born, urban and rural—soldiers who came from every Union state and who fought in every theater of the war. In addition, this study draws on approximately 100 camp newspapers created by enlisted soldiers in the field.5

From the outset, black Americans knew that the war had to strike at slavery. A black New Yorker saw the war as “nothing more nor less than perpetual slavery against universal freedom,” which meant that the Union would not win until it “put an everlasting end to negro slavery.”6 Slaves in the South demonstrated the links between Union victory and the end of slavery with their physical presence. Just weeks after Fort Sumter, so many slaves fled to Union lines at Fortress Monroe, Virginia, that General Benjamin Butler had to ask his superiors what to do about “entire families” of slaves. Their arrival in camp signaled that the Union army would have to pay attention to the status and future of African Americans.7

In contrast, white Union soldiers’ views on slavery varied widely at first. Andrew Walker, the son of Irish immigrants, worked as a schoolteacher in the spring of 1861. As soon as he heard about Fort Sumter, he predicted that the North would have the opportunity to “forever set aside Slavery,” and before the year was out, he had enlisted in the Fifty-fifth Illinois to help.8 Others denounced the very idea of a war to end slavery. The Advance Guard, a regimental newspaper written by soldiers of the Seventeenth Illinois, lambasted “the northern fanatic” who awaits “the probable abolition of slavery in the southern States, rubs his hands with delight and rejoices that the day of deliverance has arrived. All the horrors of civil war are of no consequence to him if his darling project is accomplished.”9

For most Union troops, both Walker and the Advance Guard missed the point because the war’s main purpose had less to do with either supporting or opposing abolition than with proving that republican government, established by the founders on the principles of liberty and equality and administered through free and fair elections, could work. A soldier stationed in Virginia maintained that the Union army aimed “to defend the Union of our Revolutionary sires, and protect and perpetuate a Government which the oppressed in every land have looked upon for half a century as the beacon of liberty.”10 The destruction of the Union would turn the idea of government based on liberty and equality into a worldwide laughingstock. As Private Leigh Webber of Kansas put it, “if we fail now, the hope of human rights is extinguished for ages.”11

Despite early emphasis on the Union and republican government, it did not take long for much of the rank and file to echo the Wisconsin soldier who proclaimed, “the fact that slavery is the sole undeniable cause of this infamous rebellion, that it is a war of, by, and for Slavery, is as plain as the noon-day sun.”12 As men in the ranks saw it, Confederates had seceded to protect slavery from a president who opposed its extension: that made the war about slavery, whether an individual white Northerner liked it or not. If Southerners had not rebelled, a Pennsylvanian insisted, most Northerners would have continued “following their plow, minding their forge, or exerting their talents in the mercantile line,” with thoughts of slavery and war far from their minds.13

At first, consensus on slavery’s part in starting the war did not translate into agreement over what to do about it. Some men reasoned that if states seceded out of fear for the security of slavery within the Union, the quickest way to bring them back was to demonstrate that slavery was perfectly safe. As one regimental newspaper saw it, once white Southerners realized that the Union posed no threat to slavery, “they will certainly abandon their hopeless and hell-conceived undertaking.”14 Especially in the border states, which retained both slavery and tenuous ties to the Union, some soldiers considered a hands-off policy the best way to ensure loyalty. “The Secesh had represented that we were heare to free all their negroes,” Private Edward Dwight remarked from Missouri, but when locals noticed that soldiers did not interfere with slavery, approval of the Union increased.15 Others worried that the practical demands of fighting a war and ending slavery at the same time would be more than the Union could handle. When Lieutenant E. P. Kellogg read that the Wisconsin State Journal’s editor approved of freeing and arming slaves, Kellogg urged caution. The “question of the disposal of the negroes after their emancipation” would be complicated, he noted. Better to “have but one Gordian Knot at a time. If you give us more we shall have to cut them all, and perhaps cut our fingers if not our throats.”16 Other volunteers opposed emancipation simply because they disliked black people. A member of the First Kansas had his “gorge of contrabands” and wanted nothing to do with freeing them, lest former slaves move to Kansas. “Our prairies, rich in promised wealth, have already been converted from a living green, into a sickly ebony hue,” he complained.17

Between August and December 1861 a striking pattern took shape, as soldier after soldier began to insist that because slavery had caused the war, only the destruction of slavery could end the war. “You have no idea of the changes that have taken place in the minds of the soldiers in the last two months,” one enlisted man from the Midwest declared. Firsthand observations of the South forced men who had once ignored slavery “to face this sum of all evils, and cause of the war,” with the result that “men of all parties seem unanimous in the belief that to permanently establish the Union, [we must] . . . first wipe [out] the institution of slavery.” In short, “The rebellion is abolitionizing the whole army.”18 John Boucher agreed: because “it was slavery that caused the war,” only “the eternal overthrow of slavery” could win the war.19 Throughout the ranks, enlisted soldiers reasoned that eliminating the war’s cause would end the rebellion and prevent its recurrence. As a result, they championed the destruction of slavery a full year ahead of the Emancipation Proclamation, well before most civilians or political leaders did.

As enlisted men’s views on emancipation changed, they anticipated corresponding changes in policy. At first, many Union officers ordered strict respect for private property, including slaves, but by late 1861, the rank and file protested. As long as Confederates’ “niggers [are] returned there is no chance to whip them,” one sergeant grumbled. “The better course I think would be to confiscate . . . nigger and all.”20 E. C. Hubbard despised General Henry Halleck’s practice of expelling fugitive slaves from camp on the grounds of strategy and humanity. For one thing, it made more sense to Hubbard to use the information that slaves provided than to restore laborers to disloyal owners, but beyond tactical concerns, most runaway slaves would rather risk the open road than return to their masters. “To expel them from camp is to expel them to starve,” Hubbard shuddered. “Unless this policy is changed the Dept of the Missouri needs a new Commander.”21 In contrast, when General John C. Frémont’s controversial proclamation of August 30, 1861, freed the slaves of secessionist owners, William Dunham reckoned that Frémont “has done more for to infuse energy into the Western Division of the service than all others together.”22 When Lincoln revoked Frémont’s proclamation and removed Frémont from command, many soldiers, such as a Swiss immigrant in the First Minnesota, wondered angrily why the administration had “interfered” with an action that “would soon end this war by removing the cause of it.”23 The Confiscation Acts of 1861 and 1862, which permitted the confiscation of disloyal owners’ slaves, struck men like Walter Reeder as signs “that Congress has, at length arrived at the conclusion they had arrived at long since.”24

To be sure, measures such as Frémont’s proclamation and the Confiscation Acts generated what E. P. Kellogg called a “diversity of opinion.” Kellogg himself opposed Frémont’s measure on the grounds of “practicability.”25 The timing of the Second Confiscation Act, soon after the Army of the Potomac’s Peninsula Campaign failed to capture Richmond, angered numerous Union soldiers serving in Virginia. Roland Bowen wished the “damned set of Politicians who are everlastingly fighting about a Damned Nigger or some General” were “all in hell Rolling and Pitching upon the firey coals.”26

Many others continued to oppose emancipation in general, especially as new rounds of recruits who had not yet witnessed the South or slavery enlisted. Massachusetts tinsmith Charles Knapp told his brother, “wee did not come here to fite for niggers and that is all that theay are fiting for now.”27 Henry Bandy made his position equally clear when he exclaimed, “hooraw for the union and not for the nigar.”28

Although hostile attitudes never disappeared entirely, the desire to win the war transcended prejudice without erasing it, leading the bulk of the Union army to call for the destruction of slavery as the only way to win this war and avoid another one. Frustrated with Union heel-dragging, an Ohio soldier fumed, “there has got to be something done with the niggah for they are the root of the evil or else it will have to be fought over again.”29 Thomas Low agreed. “As long as we ignore the fact (practically) that Slavery is the basis of this struggle so long are we simply heading down a vigorously growing plant that will continually spring up and give new trouble at very short intervals. We must emancipate.”30

Enlisted Union soldiers came to the conclusion that winning the war would require the destruction of slavery earlier than did most civilians partly because soldiers’ personal observations of the South led many to decide that slavery blighted everything it touched. Private Leigh Webber marveled at the “reddish loam” soil of Tennessee, which, “if inhabited by Yankees would bloom like Eden.” Instead, to Webber’s eyes, “everything generally wears an aspect of neglect, shiftlessness and decay” thanks to “the blighting effect of slavery and secession.”31 Serving right next door to his own state, Illinoisan E. C. Hubbard determined that Missouri should have been “one of the richest states,” instead of “the poorest.” It was too close and climatically similar to the Midwest for distance or weather to account for the differences, so the cause, concluded Hubbard and others, had to be slavery.32

Soldiers who insisted that slavery impoverished Southern society did not simply mean that slavery reduced wealth; in 1860, the nation’s twelve wealthiest counties were in the South, and one of the country’s greatest sources of wealth—slaves—was located exclusively below the Mason-Dixon Line.33 Soldiers also meant that slavery damaged the South’s social health. William Gibson, a chaplain with the Forty-fifth Pennsylvania, wrote to his children about how the presence of chattel bondage doomed the South. For a start, slavery played havoc with proper gender roles. “Southern refinement does not pay much respect to the difference between male and female,” reported Gibson. In Pennsylvania, Germans were sometimes viewed as lacking “due consideration for the female sex” when they “sen[t] their wives and especially their daughters in to the harvest field,” but German immigrants’ blurring of male and female roles paled compared with what Gibson saw on the plantations of coastal South Carolina. At least in Pennsylvania, female labor stayed within the family. “These Southerners work other men’s wives and daughters,” Gibson marveled. “Here we have the boasted refinement of America employing [slave] females in all kinds of plantation work, in common with the males.” Slavery also interfered with class. “So far as I can see there has been no middle class,” continued Gibson, who viewed the middle class as a repository of social virtue. Instead, “there was the Southern planter having nothing to do for the greater part of the year, but to devise means how he might best enjoy himself.” Next came “the overseer,” and finally, slaves “but little removed from a state of barbarism.” Rather than civic equality, Gibson saw “the extremes of luxury and poverty, refinement and barbarism.” Even among nonslaveholding whites, he found “nothing but a set of toadies for the rich planters: and what the South wanted to make the whole North—slave catchers.”34

To some degree, Gibson’s (widely shared) diagnosis that the South needed to be liberated from the grasp of an institution that violated middle-class values arose from Northern cultural attitudes that soldiers brought south with them.35 Although there were variations between Northern and Southern states (for instance, staple-crop commercial agriculture in plantation districts versus diversified agriculture on Northern family farms), the attribution of those differences to slavery came partly from white middle-class Northerners’ own assumptions and from popular travel literature. In The Cotton Kingdom, for example, Connecticut-born New Yorker Frederick Law Olmsted depicted a listless South that had been deprived by slavery of virtues admired by white middle-class Northerners, including thrift, self-discipline, and an ethic of civic improvement.36 In short, many middle-class Northerners, especially those from New England and the upper Midwest, saw what they were prepared to see.

Even more influential than soldiers’ preconceptions of the South as a place were their firsthand encounters with actual slaves, for which most white Northerners were completely unprepared. Many mentioned Harriet Beecher Stowe’s antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin as the closest approximation to the reality of slavery, but insisted that Stowe did not go far enough. George Landrum, for instance, told his sister, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin should be enlarged upon. We are all becoming Abolitionists here. I detest the institution of slavery.”37 As soldiers confronted what Leigh Webber scathingly called “the beneficent effects of slavery,” they admitted their previous underestimation of slavery’s cruelty and demanded an end to any institution that permitted such inhumanity. When Webber and two friends met a young boy whose “shoulders were all black and blue with red stripes, and was so sore that he could hardly raise his arm to his head,” their “wrath was raised to the highest pitch.” They stormed over to the home of the slave’s owner, only to be told that the boy had received nothing more than a “slight correction.” Infuriated, the three men prevented the child’s return to his owner and began seeking ways to undermine institutionalized bondage—one slave at a time, if necessary.38 Not content with a one-slave-at-a-time approach, Luther Furst announced, “the more I see of slavery the more I think it should be abolished.”39

Many white Union enlisted men grew especially hostile to slavery because their interactions with slaves convinced them that slavery violated female purity and destroyed families. Gunshots awoke the soldiers of the Seventh Wisconsin one November night. The following day, soldiers “learned, and saw the cause of the alarm in the form of two negro women—a mother and a daughter.” The pair fled to Union lines to avoid the proposed sale of the “goodlooking” daughter into the “fancy trade,” a form of concubinage that insulted soldiers’ notions of female chastity. “Every private in the ranks” cursed “that system which tramples on the honor of man, and makes merchandise of the virtue of women,” according to one member of the regiment.40 They also vilified slavery because, by separating the mother and daughter, slavery violated family bonds. In the Upper South, where many Union soldiers were stationed in 1861, about one in three first marriages between slaves was broken by sale, and about half of all slave children were separated from at least one parent.41 When an Iowan encountered a child about to be sold by her father, who was also her master, he vowed, “By G-d I’ll fight till hell freezes over and then I’ll cut the ice and fight on.”42 Any institution that traduced sacred ideals such as female purity and the family should be destroyed.

Other soldiers developed gratitude and admiration for slaves. In contrast to bitter white secessionists “plotting destruction for our Union,” Sergeant Quincy Campbell noted that slaves provided Union troops with “any desired information they can” and with practical services, such as cooking in camp. “Is it anything but fair that our government should lend a helping hand to these Union men of Mississippi?” Campbell asked.43 The daring lengths to which slaves went to reunite their families fostered new respect in a Pennsylvania soldier. In early 1862, a contraband working for artillerist David Nichol’s regiment chanced his life and his freedom to make three trips “pass the Rebel Pickquets” to rescue “his wife & children (who are yet in slavery).” The determined man knew “the risk he was running” but “was bound to get them or die in the attempt.” Surely men so steadfast and courageous in their love for family deserved freedom.44

Slaves themselves, in short, bore the primary responsibility for forcing emancipation onto the Union agenda, but one of the most important and earliest ways they did so was by influencing enlisted Union soldiers. In 1861 and 1862 white Union soldiers began developing into emancipation advocates who expected their views to influence the prosecution of the war.45 Many soldiers wrote personal letters to sway the opinions of family members or friends. Private Jasper Barney was “sorry to heare” that his brother-in-law, John Dinsmore, opposed emancipation and aimed to change his relative’s mind—a bold task, since Dinsmore, a Union army officer, outranked Barney. “I was of the same opinion of your self when I first came in service, but I have learned better,” Barney admitted. “The ware never will come to a close while the negros is left wheaere they are. . . . Even if we could supress the rebellion and leave the main root wheare it was before, it wouldent be long before they would try the same game as before—but if we take way the main root of evil and confiscate all ther property they will have nothing to fight fore.”46 Other soldiers targeted wider audiences. A Wisconsin soldier who expressed his regiment’s support for action against slavery in a letter to the State Journal wanted to make a difference. We “cannot dictate to law makers nor even to our officers,” he admitted, “but I have every reason to believe that officers and government are looking more to the opinions of us poor soldiers than we know or they acknowledges.”47 Some men used camp newspapers to shape the views of folks at home. A December 1861 edition of the Camp Kettle, produced in Beaufort, South Carolina, repeatedly emphasized the theme that slavery ruined all it touched, inspired secession, and fomented war. The creators of the Camp Kettle wrote partly for their fellow members of the regiment, but they also boxed up 500 copies and sent them home to Pennsylvania.48

Anxious as many soldiers grew to stamp out slavery, most Union troops regarded slavery and race as distinct, separable topics. “I have a good degree of sympathy for the slave,” one private admitted, “but I like the Negro the farther off the better.”49 Other soldiers used pejoratives such as “nigger” and “darky” and trotted out stereotypes such as “woolly-headed, good natured, with a tongue that never stops” to describe blacks.50 Patronizing views toward African Americans demonstrated soldiers’ prejudice, but they did not amount to tacit support for slavery; the same soldier who disparaged a slave as “woolly-headed” also raised money to help the youngster escape to freedom. Even if he and others took black inferiority for granted, they did not accept inferiority as license to enslave. Simply stated, many Union soldiers held anti-slavery and racist views at the same time. Pro-emancipation sentiment did not banish racism any more than continued racism invalidated support for emancipation.

White Union soldiers’ distancing of slavery from race allowed many to call for an end to slavery regardless of their own ambivalent racial attitudes and therefore heightened support for emancipation within the Union army, but it also limited the rank and file’s willingness to face complicated questions about racial justice. William Dunham noticed others’ “concern” about “what disposition will be made with the Colored race” after emancipation, but he did not intend to be “troubled much about that question.”51 Ending slavery was one thing, but caring for or about freed black Americans was quite another; as Dunham put it, “nigger is a great bugger boo to the delicate and refined American,” and most soldiers sidestepped the uncomfortable subject in the first two years of the war.52

The preliminary Emancipation Proclamation of September 1862 and the final Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, turned the destruction of slavery from a hypothetical slogan into a reality and a war aim, testing the sincerity of rank-and-file calls for emancipation and revealing the flimsiness of the partition between slavery and race. Despite its limited jurisdiction, the proclamation constituted nothing short of revolution, because it took direct aim at an institution that was even older than the nation itself, and it made the destruction of that institution a matter of war policy. As Connecticut Private Orra Bailey recognized, “this peculiar institution . . . has become so deeply rooted that [removing] it will shake the nation and our institutions to the very center.”53 To destroy slavery would be to create a new United States unlike one that had ever existed. Given the immensity of that transformation, it comes as no surprise that the proclamation elicited a variety of strong reactions, but soldiers’ responses were not nearly as negative or one-dimensional as has long been supposed. The idea that the Emancipation Proclamation stirred up fury and depressed morale among Union soldiers has been popular and tenacious, but it is based on assumptions about the effects of Northern racism rather than evidence of enlisted men’s reactions to the proclamation.54

Chronology can make the Emancipation Proclamation seem like a morale crisis trigger, because Union morale did decline in the winter of 1862–1863, but soldiers’ own words dismiss that explanation as simplistic and misguided. To many Union soldiers, emancipation and declining morale were distinct phenomena, not cause and effect. If soldiers’ low spirits resulted from either the preliminary or the final Emancipation Proclamation, then morale should have dropped at the same time throughout the entire Union army, either in September, after the preliminary proclamation, or in January, after the final one. Instead, morale in the Army of the Potomac slid in November, prompted by the army’s persistent failure to take Richmond and exacerbated by the November 7 removal of popular commander George McClellan. As one McClellan admirer commented, the loss of Little Mac cast a “gloom over [the] army.”55 The gloom deepened in December, after the disastrous assault on Fredericksburg, which a bitter Maryland sergeant described as the sacrifice of “ten thousand lives” for nothing.56 Meanwhile, morale in the West did not drop until February, and most soldiers attributed their dreary spirits to idleness, soaring disease rates, and the futility of a plan to regain the Mississippi River by digging a new channel and moving it. The unhealthy conditions led to such rampant illness that Iowa soldier Charles Musser described duty along the Mississippi as “wholeSale murder” and warned, “if there is not some great movements made between this and spring, I believe one half of the army will throw down their arms and go home.”57 Demoralization struck eastern and western armies at different times in response to unique local circumstances, not as a result of emancipation, which soldiers everywhere had been expecting since September.

In fact, when the Emancipation Proclamation came, many soldiers regarded it as a sign that the poky federal government was finally catching up. Although the proclamation pleased Elijah Penny, the corporal muttered, “if the Presidents proclamation had been proclaimed one year sooner than it was I think the war would have been just so much nearer the end.”58 To soldiers who had been claiming that emancipation was the only way to end the war once and for all, the proclamation seemed like plain common sense. As one explained, “slavery is the primary cause, or the root of the matter,” and the Emancipation Proclamation was simply a practical recognition that “to distroy the tree root & branch is the surest way to brake this rebellion.”59 Some troops praised emancipation’s pragmatic benefits. “The white men of the South are in the Southern army, and their negroes are at home raising crops,” an Illinois cavalryman pointed out. Free the slaves, and “the white men will be obliged to come home to look after the welfare of their families.” Whatever else motivated soldiers, most of them wanted to go home, and they welcomed any developments that would get them there faster.60 Other soldiers embraced emancipation because it moved the American Republic closer to its own ideals. Without emancipation, an Indiana private held, “this war has not done its work.” Abolition constituted “a check to the tyrany of European monarchs” and a step in “the establishing of free government throughout the earth.” If the existence of slavery had mocked the proposition of human equality, then eliminating slavery should strengthen American ideals and certify the success of the United States’ republican experiment.61

Accounts of enraged soldiers stacking weapons rather than fighting for emancipation circulated then, as they do now, but in the main, the Union rank and file responded to those stories with outrage and wounded pride. Midwesterners were especially provoked, because numerous rumors specifically mentioned soldiers from Indiana, Illinois, and Ohio, and also because the state legislatures of Indiana and Illinois had denounced the Emancipation Proclamation. When James Dodds heard of letters in his hometown newspaper, allegedly from soldiers, “on the point of laying down their arms on account of the Proclamation,” he furiously dismissed them as “all untrue,” insisting instead that “the army was never more united than now.” Dodds’s claims about unity were exaggerated, but his disgust was sincere.62 William Lewis insisted that officers must have been behind any antiproclamation demonstrations. “I no that the soldier had nothing to Doo with it it wer sholder straps and no one Elttze,” he insisted. Enlisted men were too busy fighting the war to protest a measure that was likely to help win it.63

Without question, some soldiers opposed the Emancipation Proclamation. In July 1862 General George McClellan warned President Lincoln that “a declaration of radical views, especially upon slavery, will rapidly disintegrate our present armies.”64 Although McClellan consistently exaggerated the odds against any proposition he opposed, emancipation included, some soldiers shared his hostility. Long before the proclamation, many officers, such as General Henry Halleck, worried about the military burden that freed slaves would impose on the army by flocking to camps and tagging along on marches.65 Some soldiers cited legal scruples. One Pennsylvania corporal personally opposed slavery but feared that the proclamation violated constitutional guarantees. Start to bend the Constitution, he worried, and “pollitical demagogues” would ignore inconvenient parts at will.66 Others reasoned that the proclamation would inspire Confederates to fight harder. A private from New England worried that the proclamation “unite[d] the South almost as a unit,” minimizing the valuable asset of internal Southern dissent.67 Meanwhile, some Union troops feared that inevitable disagreement over emancipation might stir up antiwar “revolution in the north,” hobbling the Union war effort by heightening disunity.68

The Emancipation Proclamation created particular dilemmas for some border state soldiers, many of whom had counted on being able to avoid difficult choices between slavery and union. “It really seems to me that we are not fighting for our country, but for the freedom of the negroes,” Marylander John Babb grumbled, and that perception was likely to “do more harm than good” to the Union cause in Maryland.69 David Massey and Phillip Reilly, both from the fiercely divided state of Missouri, resented the war’s transformation into what Reilly called a “negro crusade.”70 Massey went further, suggesting, “if old Abe does free the negro I say that the Democrats owt to go in with the south and kill all the Abalitians of the north and that will end this war where nothing else will.”71

Other Union soldiers blamed slaves for the existence of the war and begrudged the culprits any benefits such as freedom. Cyrus Boyd witnessed such scapegoating in his Iowa regiment, where only a minority opposed emancipation but compensated with a forceful wrath. “The poor African . . . from no fault of his—save in the fact of his black skin,” endured “prejudice” and “indignant language” from surly Union soldiers who, in the months following the proclamation, reasoned that if it had not been for slaves, they never would have gone to war.72 Nobody spoke more angrily or hatefully than Ohioan Chauncey Welton. In one of his outbursts, Welton raged: “When we think it is all for the purpose of raising the poor down troden affrican to a common with an intelligent race of beings[!] My abolition enimys . . . say . . . free the negroe at all hazzards whether the union is saved or not if it takes the last man, yes this is their language. The nigger, nigger, nigger, free him, free him, free him sacrifice money, wealth, treasure, blood, life and country, but free the nigger.”73

For Welton, racism provided reason enough to oppose emancipation, and it would be easy to leap to the conclusion that all Northern racists shared Welton’s feelings. Yet despite obvious exceptions, Union soldiers by and large proved quite capable of looking down on black Americans and supporting the Emancipation Proclamation at the same time. According to Fred Pettit, “nine tenths of the army” supported the proclamation because “a Negro has rights as a dog has rights and [we] think his rights should be respected.”74 Amos Hostetter, who had never thought of freeing slaves before the war, admitted that he and many of his fellow soldiers “like the Negro no better now than we did then but we hate his master worse and I tell you when Old Abe carries out his Proclamation he kills this Rebellion and not before. I am henceforth an Abolitionist and I intend to practice what I preach.”75 As Pettit, Hostetter, and countless others saw it, they did not need to believe that black Americans were equal to white Americans in order to support the destruction of the institution that had caused the war.

The habit of separating slavery from race, the passage of time, and soldiers’ experiences in the South and on the battlefield helped to change the minds of some who had initially objected to the Emancipation Proclamation. By March 1863, an Ohio soldier reported that “the Pres. Proclamation is gaining favor in the army every day,” as troops increasingly recognized it as “the right move at the right time.”76 Even Chauncey Welton reconsidered. He still disliked abolitionists and blacks, but by June, he had come to believe that the proclamation represented a “means of haistining the speedy Restoration of the union and the termination of this war,” and he was willing to accept it on those pragmatic grounds.77

Ironically, although many Union soldiers could support the Emancipation Proclamation partly because they separated the issues of slavery and race, the proclamation itself made that separation much harder to sustain because it turned millions of slaves into free men, women, and children whose places in the Union would have to be determined. Suddenly, enlisted men such as Stephen Fleharty realized, “the status of the negro in the future organization of our government” was a “vexed question” they could no longer ignore.78 Few soldiers had any clear idea of how a postslavery, biracial society might function. As Pennsylvanian Jacob Seibert pointed out, “we don’t want [former slaves] in the north,” but whether soldiers liked it or not, the proclamation meant that even reluctant white Northerners could not easily avoid considering the role of black Americans within the American Republic.79

Emancipation may have made it difficult for white Union soldiers to evade questions about the place of black Americans in the nation, but the enlistment of black soldiers made it impossible to do so. Caleb Beal asked his uncle, “what do you think of putting the nigger on an equal footing with the white man,” and then launched into his own objections to black enlistment, all of which boiled down to an assumption of black inferiority. “No Sir you can never make soldiers of them feller even if you whitewash ’em,” Beal claimed.80 Yet before a year had passed, many white enlisted soldiers changed their minds, including Beal; by June, he saw the wisdom of mobilizing black manpower, since black men were likely to “fight hard.”81 By October, Beal lectured his parents, “there is no mistake they make good soldiers.”82

White Union soldiers’ attitudes grew more favorable toward black enlistment for many of the same reasons that enlisted men had espoused emancipation. “The purpose of employing negroe soldiers is to make them be serviceable to the country,” one private pragmatically remarked. As a “war measure,” arming blacks who were anxious to fight their former masters offered “the most efficient means that can be brought into action.”83 Especially after Congress passed the first Union draft in March 1863, a number of white soldiers grew “truly glad that they are arming Negroes they are none too good to fight for me, or to die for me, or rather instead of me, if necesary,” as an Illinois private cynically reflected.84 With an equal lack of generosity, Private Milton Bassett favored the mobilization of black troops in Louisiana because stationing “nigger troops” in swamps meant that “the white men can” escape “fever and ague.”85 Others saw the arming of black troops as the most symbolically powerful way to destroy the war’s cause, because “Slavery, Rebellion & Chivalry [would] all die together,” as Anson Patterson explained.86 Finally, some Union troops supported black enlistment for idealistic reasons. Carlos Lyman welcomed black enlistment as one of the war’s “great steps towards Christianity (nationally speaking).”87

Black soldiers’ performance in the field also changed many of their white counterparts’ minds about black enlistment, although black regiments’ battlefield successes did not erase all prejudices immediately. Pliny Jewett had entered the army convinced of black cowardice and servility, but after fighting next to a black regiment in Virginia, he praised the determination and bravery of black soldiers, even as he persisted in using derogatory language. “The nigs were on our right they fought like devils,” he noted.88 Shifts in attitude did not always mean that bigotry disappeared. Henry Kircher, a German-born lieutenant with the Twelfth Missouri, declared himself “very much for” arming black soldiers, as long as he did not have to fight next to them and risk being “wounded by the same bullet that first trafficks with a Negro and then pays me a visit.” If black and white regiments mixed too closely, “gradually the difference between white and black will show less and less until it has disappeared,” warned Kircher. “What is a white who forgets that he stands above the African?”89

Tenacious as assumptions of white supremacy proved to be, in the summer of 1863, stubborn racial biases actually began to be called into question. By the Civil War’s midpoint, its fury had stripped away romantic visions and forced many soldiers to view the war as God’s “curse . . . upon the country for the toleration of that inhuman practice, Human Slavery,’” as Illinoisan James Jessee reasoned.90 On July 4, 1863, when the Union won control of the Mississippi River at Vicksburg and Lee’s defeated Army of Northern Virginia retreated south after Gettysburg, Union soldiers everywhere interpreted the twin Independence Day victories not as mere coincidence but as proof that “the hand of God is in this struggle.”91 Although God’s apparent approval encouraged soldiers, the devastation of battles such as Gettysburg suggested that the Union had miles to go before God would be satisfied, and it forced many to confront for the first time what Quincy Campbell called “every vestige” of slavery: Northern complicity in the sin of slavery through racial attitudes that enabled its existence.92 When draft riots turned into racial rampages in Northern cities, Private Wilbur Fisk knew that white Northerners could no longer duck their own sinfulness. By harboring “wholly wrong, unnatural and unjustifiable” racial prejudices, Northern whites had made slavery possible, and they had kept “the souls of the African . . . down.” Now they must face up to their “fearful responsibility.”93

Especially after Gettysburg and Vicksburg, ordinary white men began to conclude that if God was going to allow the war to continue until Northern whites had atoned for their sinful racial prejudice—which appeared to be the case—they had better reform their own attitudes and those of their fellow white Northerners. As Joseph Scroggs plainly stated, he fought “to assist in removing the unreasonable prejudice against the colored race.”94 Late in the war, Wilbur Fisk wrote a lengthy newspaper column for Northern children and told his young readers that their duties toward black Americans went beyond an occasional “dollar for the Freedmen’s Aid Society.” White Americans were obligated to abandon the distinctions they drew between themselves and African Americans, and God would frown on anyone who “shall unwittingly despise” blacks rather than treating them like Christ, he warned.95 Several soldiers went beyond pleas for kindness to demand equal justice. An Ohioan would settle for nothing short of “the equal freedom of all men in this country regardless of color,” a goal that few white soldiers could have imagined, let alone advocated, at the beginning of the war.96 Private Constant Hanks believed that the war would be wasted if it did not place the nation “on the broad firm base of eaqual right” for black Americans.97 Anything less would betray soldiers’ sacrifices, impoverish the Union cause, and disappoint God.

As important as Gettysburg and Vicksburg were in inspiring white troops to consider Northern culpability, black soldiers’ day-to-day soldiering skills and their bravery in battle forced white men who fought alongside them to revisit their own racial attitudes.98 After a former private in an Illinois regiment became a company officer in a regiment of black Louisiana soldiers, he warned his aunt, “I never more wish to hear the expression, ‘the niggers won’t fight.’ Come with me 100 yards from where I sit, and I can show you the wounds that cover the bodies of 16 as brave, loyal and patriotic soldiers as ever drew bead on a Rebel.” The battle of Milliken’s Bend rivaled Shiloh, yet none of the black enlisted men “offered to leave his place until ordered to fall back. . . . They fought and died defending the cause that we revere.”99

Not every white Union soldier experienced a racial epiphany, but many ordinary men who had had no interest in racial justice before the war reexamined their own prejudices and assumptions with more critical eyes. The Mail Bag, a camp paper created by Ohio soldiers stationed in Kentucky, reflected that the common practice “of calling all negroes boys”—which it had never occurred to most whites to question—“sounds rather strangely.”100 The Soldier’s Letter of the Second Colorado Cavalry even began to recommend concrete advances in civil rights, including black suffrage, desegregation of public facilities, and the right of black lawyers to argue before the Supreme Court.101 Such positions would have been considered revolutionary before the war, and only the most radical abolitionists would have endorsed them. Years of grueling warfare—seen by many as the work of a just but angry God—changed the minds of white Northern men who had never before questioned their assumptions of black inferiority. After the events of the summer of 1863, many white members of the Union army expanded the reach of founding ideals such as equality beyond racial limits that had once seemed immovable, and they envisioned a nation that few could have imagined in 1861.

As the war entered its final year, soldiers’ commitment to emancipation remained nonnegotiable. “Slavery is the sole cause of the rebellion,” insisted Jacob Behm. “Political, civil, moral, and sacred duty” demanded abolition. Any “compromise . . . would give but a breathing spell for a renewed struggle.”102 According to an artilleryman, if the North agreed to “a restoration of this Union upon any other basis than that of the complete and everlasting overthrow of the institution of slavery,” it would “have gained nothing.”103 In the election of 1864, 80 percent of Union soldiers voted against George McClellan, former commander of the Army of the Potomac, and in favor of Abraham Lincoln and a platform that was uncompromisingly dedicated to emancipation as a war aim, further emphasizing enlisted men’s unwillingness to back down on the question of ending slavery.104

Commitment to fighting prejudice and advancing racial justice, in contrast, proved more fragile. Discouraged by the complications bound to arise when an institution so old and deeply embedded in the foundation of the United States disappeared, some soldiers shied away from support for racial advances. “The system of Slavery may suffer material change, yet the negro will not be made practically free,” Kentuckian Robert Winn predicted. “The possibility of such a result we push off by mere bravado, not by any good reasoning.”105 Other white Union soldiers soured on the idea of racial progress out of a mistaken belief that blacks received better treatment than whites did. “The negro troops is treeted beter than what we ar in every respect and that dont soot me a bit,” complained Ohio soldier Arthur Van Horn.106

The progress of the war also influenced racial attitudes. When the war went badly, or when it went so well that it encouraged complacency, many white soldiers retreated from their support of racial justice. In the grim first half of 1864, when the Army of the Potomac suffered appalling defeats at places such as Cold Harbor and every other army seemed stalled, blacks provided targets for whites’ frustrations. When a Union plan to crack Confederate lines around Petersburg by exploding a mine underneath them failed, Private Alonzo Rich blamed black soldiers. He remained perfectly “willing the niggers should fight,” but from now on he wanted them to do it far away from him.107 Personal suffering reversed the racial progress made by white Union soldiers such as William Stevens. Emaciated and lice infested, Stevens attributed his prolonged imprisonment to black soldiers, because the Lincoln administration refused to exchange prisoners until Confederate authorities agreed to exchange black and white soldiers equally. Stevens’s “abolition principles” did not stand a chance when he knew “that the only reason our Government has for leaving us in such a condition was a miserable quibble, about the ‘exchange’ [of] Negroes.” In fact, he announced that he “would not willingly endure this again” for the benefit of “every Negro in the Confederacy.”108 Conversely, Union army success could make the need for drastic measures less apparent. The closer Union victory seemed to be, the more quickly Private George Hudson rediscovered old prejudices. “You must have a better oppinion of the Negro than I to leave our Government to their Protection,” Hudson wrote to his family in response to a letter from home that spoke approvingly of black suffrage.109

Even as some white soldiers regressed, others’ views continued to shift. As a result, white Union soldiers displayed a striking multiplicity of perspectives in 1865. Views on race were in flux when the war ended, and the eventual outcome was anything but inevitable. Some men who had interacted with African American soldiers grew in their belief that the reunited nation must continue to work toward justice and equality for black Americans. From Alabama, one white soldier exclaimed, “blistered be the tongue” of Northerners who harped, as he once had, on the dangers of “negro equality.” The sight of “5,000 colored . . . soldiers fighting equally . . . for our common country” proved that “the colored man” should be “ELEVATED.”110 Such views demonstrated a real impulse for racial change among some white Union soldiers in the waning days of the war. In contrast, other men abandoned the ideals of racial equality when they saw racial justice as irrelevant to the Union cause or as detrimental to their own well-being, illustrating the existence of countervailing impulses as well. Some soldiers, such as the Kentuckian who supported “liberty—but not . . . equality—nor fraternity—except in the limited sense,” could glimpse the possibility of racial justice but fall short of achieving it.111

The first Americans to insist on a connection between emancipation and Union victory were black Americans, both free and enslaved, who forced the matter of racial bondage onto the national agenda; the first group of white Americans whose minds they succeeded in changing were enlisted Union soldiers serving in the South. Within months of observing the South and interacting with enslaved men and women, many Union troops decided that only the destruction of slavery could end the war and prevent its recurrence. White Union soldiers were quick to support abolition for a combination of practical, empathetic, and sometimes conflicting reasons, and they served as effective advocates, pushing civilians and political leaders to embrace emancipation. Initially, most of those who championed emancipation paid scant attention to the question of blacks’ rights or to their own racial attitudes. As the war progressed, soldiers’ growing conception of the war as God’s punishment on the entire nation led some to examine Northern complicity in the sin of slavery and to call for steps toward equality, but white soldiers’ progressive racial attitudes proved to be tenuous and prone to backsliding. Taken together, Union soldiers’ dramatic transformation into advocates of emancipation, the stubborn limits of their racial attitudes, and their fluctuating views on race in 1865 help to explain how the Civil War created a vast potential for racial change in the United States but failed to fulfill it. These phenomena also foreshadow the aftermath of Reconstruction.
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