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REGINALD C. STUART
UNIVERSITY OF
PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND

The American View of War:
the Revolutionary Perspective

Scholars have commonly assumed that Americans developed a total or ab-
solute view of war from the colonial period forward.' The first American en-
counter with limited war was with the Korean conflict, which analysts saw as a
challenge to American concepts of strategy.? But there is strong evidence that the
Americans of the Revolutionary generation accepted the main themes and even
some of the details of the limited-war mentality which pervaded contemporary
European thought and statecraft. Certain ideas emerge better than others, in
part because of the selectivity of historical witnesses, and in part because
focussing on the Revolution alone does not cover a sufficient span of time for the
concepts to bloom. The evidence seems clear, nonetheless, and suggests that we
may need to revise our understanding of the historical development of the
American view of war.

The limited-war mentality of the eighteenth century was a complex
historical tapestry. Between 1648 and 1789, the historical experience of the wars
of religion, the political ambitions and intellectual outlook of statesmen and
princes, the nature of states and their interrelationships, the resources available
to rulers, the nature of armies, and the technology of the time were all woven
into a warfare which was indecisive and seems remarkably restrained. Alone, or
in combination, these factors touched most statesmen, soldiers, politicians, and
intellectuals in an age where restraint in all things was accepted as a desirable
social value. Four major themes characterized this mentality: the just-war tradi-
tion, which was clearest in clerical thought and an important part of what con-
stituted international law by the 1760s; conscious restraint and humane codes in
warfare; the belief that war was an instrument of state policy; and the conviction
that war flowed from nature and was thus largely unavoidable, albeit con-
trollable.?

Thinkers of the time were not as pacific as one might suppose, given their
frequent and withering denunciations of war. Most saw a place for force in
human affairs, but sought to limit its use. Few believed that it was possible to
eradicate war entirely. The reflective men of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies saw both good and evil in man. Although optimistic, they did not divorce
themselves from reality as they understood it. Americans had much the same
outlook. Few, however, possessed the coherent view of war which grouping these
ideas implies. Concomitantly, many accepted and tried to apply one or more of
them.
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The just-war theme was common, and commonly abused, since the term
was sufficiently elastic to be employed by either side in a martial dispute. Radical
Americans in particular went to great lengths to justify their actions. Many colo-
nials were extremely reluctant to embrace revolution and saw a resort to arms as
a last refuge. The movement of the political debate and the inchoate body of
theory which radical colonial leaders transformed into positive resolutions in
both provincial and continental assemblies paralleled the transition to the use of
force. At first this was orchestrated mob activity, but increasingly the militia
came into play. The long train of abuses attributed first to Parliament and then
to George I1I justified rebellion for many.

The just-war idea originated in the Old Testament and was initially
synonymous with the crusade. The New Testament shaped a pacifist Christianity
which ultimately mutated when it absorbed classical thought on war and was
linked to the Roman state. Original sin notwithstanding, St. Augustine and
others argued that war was just and necessary to defend the earthly city against
its enemies. The just-war idea was therefore firmly rooted by holy sanction in a
secular, political sphere.* By the Renaissance, legists, philosophers, soldiers,
theologians, and statesmen accepted several criteria. A just war had to be defen-
sive, be to redress real and unassuaged grievances, seek only justice and not con-
quest, and be formally declared so that it was waged under sovereign political
authority with appropriate restraint. By the age of the Revolution, sanction for a
just war was found in the laws of nature, as well as the laws of God and in the
customary usage of nations, Formal declarations were infrequent by the 1750s,
and even in the early seventeenth century, Hugo Grotius admitted that ‘‘to repel
force, or to punish a delinquent, the law of nature requires no definition
ideclaration].”’?

War was a refuge, but survival of the state had become a primary value.
When injuries were received, a petition for redress was a mandatory response.
This refused, a sovereign could call for war with a clear conscience. Self-defence
was automatically just, for states as for individuals. Each had fundamental
rights of life, liberty, and property. Resorting to war resembled appealing to the
courts for redress of civil grievances.5 But since there were no international
courts, the case was submitted to God in trial by combat if rulers could not agree
and thought the issue of sufficient importance. To be sure, statesmen often paid
little more than lip service to these formal requirements, but the rhetoric of the
just-war idea was remarkably widespread nonetheless, and proper form was im-
portant to the ruling elites of the age.”

This verbiage was more than sanctimonious veneer over pasteboard
cynicism. The just-war idea was an intellectual instrument whereby thinkers and
statesmen harmonized violence and civilization and made war compatible with
nature, God, reason, common sense, and necessity, all compelling forces in the
eighteenth-century world. Although English writers, along with the classics,
dominated the reading habits of educated Americans at the time, the revolu-
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tionaries of the 1770s clearly worked within the vaster body of knowledge com-
piled and published during the previous centuries.?

As Britain became more menacing to the colonials, the just defence of
political rights was viewed increasingly in martial terms. An anonymous letter to
the Virginia Convention reminded the delegates that liberty had been won by the
sword in the past and that duty demanded that it be taken up again, if necessary.
The Boston Port Act stirred Thomas Mason to say:

. . . you must draw your swords in a just cause and rely upon that God who
assists the righteous to support your endeavours to preserve the liberty he
gave, and the love of which he hath implanted in your hearts, as essential to
your nature.’

Alexander Hamilton, building a reputation as a pamphleteer by refuting the later
loyalist Samuel Seabury in ‘A Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress, &
C,”’ stressed that self-preservation was a ‘“‘first principle’’ of human nature, and
that when “‘lives and properties are at stake,”’ men need not scruple over using
violence.'® Thomas Jefferson, in a ‘“‘Summary View of the Rights of the Col-
onies,”’ argued that armed resistance to the king’s troops was just since they had
refused to submit to local laws. Christopher Gadsden, while not for violence,
thought that ‘‘the only way to prevent the sword from being used is to have it
ready.”’!! But few were ;;repared to accept open rebellion in 1774.

The danger seemed shockingly real, however, after the skirmishes at Lexing-
ton and Concord. A letter to Canadians on 29 May 1775 called for resistance
against the ‘‘torrent of oppression . . .’ John Adams vowed he would surrender
everything else before the ‘‘Rights of my Country to a free Constitution.’”” Once
the people abandoned the right of defending self-government against encroach-
ment, all was lost.!2 Congress authorized seizure of military stores at
Ticonderoga and Crown point on the basis of ‘‘the great law of self-
preservation,”’ and a Fast Day Invocation, 12 June 1775, called for a redress of
grievances and a restoration of invaded rights. The Six Nations of Indians were
told on 13 July that Americans ‘‘do not take up the hatchet and struggle for
honor and conquest,’’ but rather waged a just war of self-defence. An address to
Ireland listed American grievances and stated that arms had been taken up in
defence of persons and property. By October 1775 Congress had formed a
““Hostile Acts’’ committee to catalogue British perfidy and hence justify the
American resort to arms.!? One pamphlet argued that if rulers ignored the con-
stitution then

. . . the subject has a right to defend his liberties by resistance, even unto
blood . . . The law of God, the law of nature, and the gospel of Jesus Christ
will justify them in so doing.!4

The many tracts which were printed and circulated among the colonists to per-
suade them to support the radical cause all implicitly addressed the same issue.
Now that shots had been fired, a commitment had been made. American leaders
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needed all the assistance they could muster and they marshalled arguments which
they believed would evoke a sympathetic and martial response. The just-war idea
was one of the weapons in their arsenal of persuasion.

The newly minted patriot Thomas Paine emphasized the vulnerability of
property and the dangers of a loss of liberty in ‘“Thoughts on Defensive War.”’
In January 1776 he argued that violent threats, the destruction of property, and
the invasion of the country by ‘‘fire and sword’’ all sanctioned defensive war-
fare. Congress’ ‘‘Declaration on the Causes and Necessity for Taking Up Arms”’
was virtually a declaration of war on Britain. Because life, liberty, property, and
happiness were rights bestowed by God and nature, a war in their defence was
just.’> Americans were bent on redress, not conquest. A colonial army had been
raised to ‘‘preserve and defend the lives, liberties and immunities’’ of
Americans. Washington’s manifesto to Canadians in September 1775 charac-
terized the rebellion as a just war in defence of liberty, property, and family.
Issue X1V of ‘““The Crisis,”’ published in New York, was titled ‘‘The present
necessary defensive war, on the part of America, justified by the laws of God,
Nature, Reason, State and Nation.”’ Richard Henry Lee wrote that while the
members of Congress wanted peace, war had been thrust upon them by their
enemies. John Adams saw war as America’s only refuge and William Ellery
argued that Americans must forget their former love for Britain because now the
sword would settle the dispute.'¢

By this time, radical colonial leaders, if not the bulk of uncommitted
Americans, were in the process of shifting their allegiance. The traditional link
with the crown was real, but fragile. If Americans had a concept of America, this
was clearest to those radicals leading the revolutionary movement. Even when
these Americans rejected the authority of Parliament, most turned to the King to
adjust the apparent constitutional imbalance. But George 111 was too much a
part of the system to exercise disinterested influence over its operation.

When this became clear, all colonials were faced with a hard choice which
cleaved American society. Those radicals and moderates who accepted rebellion
established new foci of allegiance. The whig view dictated that sovereignty lay
with the people. When the compact of government was broken, power reverted
to them momentarily. Reconstitution of the polity actually proved fairly simple
as the provincial assemblies wrote constitutions and assumed local power. The
Continental Congress dealt primarily with the war. Representing the will of the
people, however, Congress provided the final sanction for the just war — the
blessing of civil authority. The attempt to enforce the economic embargo against
Britain, the declaration on taking up arms, the adoption of articles of war, the
efforts to flush out and neutralize loyalists, the issuance of letters of marque and
reprisal to privateers, and finally the Declaration of Independence itself, showed
that radical American leaders had swiftly come to view the United States as a
sovereign nation. At this point, rebellion bordered on international war, and as
Robert Morris noted, those who supported independence were compelled to
“Conquer or die.”’'” While shifting their allegiance, Americans temporarily
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turned to God and nature to justify their actions, and nowhere was this more evi-
dent than in the plethora of sermons preached during the period from Lexington
to Independence.

Clerics, especially congregationalists, had become notably political in their
orientation, and most subscribed to the thrust of whig theory which sanctioned
American resistance.!® Before April 1775, Daniel Shute, Samuel Stillman, and
Jeremy Belknap, to take three examples, justified armed defence of political
rights in terms of nature, God, Christ, and reason. Although initially vague
about the aggessors against which Americans might have to defend themselves,
by 1775, most colonial clerics were certain that the mother country was the
source of danger. This was no war of conquest, ambition, greed, oppression, or
revenge. The colonists sought to defend and recover human rights and their
cause was, therefore, just and lawful, since such blessings flowed from nature,
and hence from God."?

After 1775 clerical militancy quickened. Zabdiel Adams reasoned that ‘‘to
stand fast in their liberties is the duty of every body of men.”’ Daniel Batwell
beseeched riflemen on a Congressional fast day to ‘‘go and defend our fran-
chises, our wives, our children, and possessions.”” Once rights had been
recovered, the colonists would ‘‘sheathe the sword”’. God had issued the call,
and American consciences could be clear.?’ Samuel Cooke argued in 1777 that
God commanded defensive wars because aggressors were murderers. Jacob
Cushing went even further the following year:

If this war be just and necessary on our part, as past all doubt it is, then we
are engaged in the work of the Lord, which obliges us (under God mighty in
battle) to use our swords as instruments of righteousness, and calls us to the
shocking, but necessary, important duty of shedding human blood; not only
in defence of our property, life and religion, but in obedience to him who
hath said, ‘Curse be he that keepeth back his sword from blood.’?!

God was the ultimate arbiter in a lawless and sinful world. Armed with political
self-righteousness, religious imagery, and biblical parables, the ministers
ushered Americans into a holy arena to defend their natural rights in trial by
combat. Victory thus became a sign of divine favour, evidence of the ‘‘finger of
God’’ as one minister decided.??

Colonial politicians seemed no less convinced about the continuing justice
of the war. Hamilton discreetly agreed with his fiancée that war grated on “‘every
finer feeling of a delicate nature,”’ but ‘‘the evident necessity and . . . defence of
all that is valuable in society’’ overrode human sensitivity. At first, Hamilton
justified the war by the laws of nature and the demands of necessity, but later he
placed greater emphasis on the law of nations because he began to see that the
United States had become one nation-state among many. John Jay mixed civil
with religious sanctions in justifying the war.Z? The Virginia assembly
distinguished sharply between the just cause of civil and international wars. The
former defended life, liberty, and property, and the latter protected the govern-
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ment and constitution. When these were attacked, the ‘‘rights of the whole com-
munity in their political capacity are hazarded.”” Washington remained convin-
ced throughout the war that British aggression supplied all the necessary justifi-
cation for taking up arms.?*

John Adams betrayed the millenial visions of his puritan temperament. He
thought that the war would “‘inspire Us with many Virtues, which We have not,
and correct many Errors, Follies, and Vices’’ which threatened American purity.
Military setbacks would only ‘‘cure Americans of their vicious and luxurious and
effeminate Appetites, Passions and Habits, a more dangerous Army to
American liberty than Mr. Howes.”” Although active with Congress and the
Board of War initially, Adams soon went overseas to lobby for European sup-
port and recognition. He thought France’s cause against England was just
because she had taken America’s part. John Jay, who later spent a frustrating
tour in Spain, told the Spanish foreign minister, the Count de Floridablanca,
that the object of the war had transformed from redress of grievances into a
quest for independence. He argued that the Americans would prosecute their
struggle until victory, hoping to convince the dubious Dons that the United
States was worth an investment.?’

Various pamphlets sustained the just-war rhetoric. ““‘If there is a sin superior
to every other,”” Tom Paine addressed Sir William Howe in Crisis No. 5, “‘it is
that of wilful and offensive war.’”’ Attacked, invaded, imperilled, a people’s duty
was ‘‘to defend and preserve themselves, but in every other light and from any
other cause, is war inglorious and detestable.”” The people held the sovereign
authority to wage war and Paine saw the struggle against Britain as the ‘“‘coun-
try’s war, the public’s war, or the war of the people in their own behalf, for the
security of their natural rights, and the protection of their property.’’?6 In 1783
“‘A Moderate Whig’’ celebrated the American victory:

. . if the ground be lawful, the call clear, the necessity cogent, the capacity
probable, they that have the law of nature, the law of God, and the funda-
mental laws of the land on their side cannot want authority, although they
may be destitute of a king to lead them.?’

Clearly, Americans were familiar with the just-war idea as it had been
handed down and developed in western thought. They took special pains to sat-
isfy themselves and others that all the criteria for armed resistance had been met.
They did not engage in rebellion lightly, and if the pressures of the struggle
created a crusading atmosphere, this was thin, despite the heady idealism which
punctuated the war for independence. And even while they conducted their fight,
American leaders wanted to soften the worst abuses of combat. In this way too,
they stood firmly within the parameters of the limited-war mentality of their
time.

The early legists diviged their discussions of the laws of war into two parts

— Jjus ad bellum and jus in bellum. The former meant the just-war idea. The lat-
ter was to insure that the struggle remained just. Means and ends were to be
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carefully related. A war for justice dictated just treatment of the enemy and
denied revenge. Actually, the restraint practised in eighteenth-century wars
resulted from a combination of forces. Vestiges of chivalry among the upper
classes created a community of ideals and codes of conduct among the officers
of the day. Soldiers and statesmen alike feared reprisal for brutality and conse-
quently restrained therhselves and their men. Scant resources and political
prudence, within the framework of the balance-of-power concept of interna-
tional relations, directed rulers to define objectives carefully and not seek the
overthrow of an antagonist. Ritual and gentlemanly conduct were valued for
their own sakes. Finally, the good monarch wanted war to rest as lightly as pos-
sible upon the shoulders of the producing part of the population.?® These forces
combined to create by the eighteenth century a belief that war itself was coming
under human control. Civilians were exempt from violence; prisoners were well-
treated on the whole; the rules and conventions of war were generally observed.??
Many exceptions occurred, to be sure, but rulers and soldiers did try to blend war
and civilization.

Americans went to war in anger, but they had limited goals of self-defence,
redress of grievances, and then independence. This last was not synonymous
with British prostration, but merely the expulsion of British power from those
colonies in rebellion. There is even evidence that the Americans might have stop-
ped fighting had they received redress quickly.3? Certainly, the effort to export
the Revolution did not begin to match that evident in the other great revolutions
of modern times. Military exigency, rather than ideological impulses, led to the
invasion of Canada. The initial strident enthusiasm about a war for liberty
calmed in time. Further, American leaders were for the most part tactically and
strategically conventional, legends about riflemen and partisan warfare notwith-
standing.?! Despite issuing loyalty oaths for all civil and military officers to sign,
and despite a forced reliance upon the people as a military force, Congress issued
no call for a levée en masse, as the French Convention did 23 August 1793. In-
stead, Congress worked through the state governments, sought haltingly to cre-
ate a continental army and a command structure, and watched its commander-
in-chief attempt to build a conventional army to defeat the British.

A potential contradiction arises at this point, and its configuration is
unclear because by focussing on the American view of war during the Revolu-
tion, there is not a sufficient span of time to trace development and change in
ideas. Some Americans saw their war as a crusade, but no crusade developed.
The emotional commitment of the Americans was real, but sporadic and vastly
exaggerated both by the rhetoric of the time and subsequent patriotic illusions.
In addition, disputes over political jurisdiction between Congress and the states,
the question of civil supremacy, and personal political ambition all sapped
ideological energies. Washington winced when he had to rely on the militia,
despite the good service it frequently rendered. Locally, the struggle was a more
genuine civil war, more clearly a defence of home and hearth.

What we may have is a dichotomous American view of war. On the level of
political and military leadership, this seems to have been a restrained eighteenth-
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century perspective. With the people, however, the view may well have been
more crusading and total. The sermons, pamphlets, and tracts of Congress de-
signed for public consumption suggest the crusade; the private letters and com-
ments suggest the limited-war view. The leaders suppressed historical anti-
Catholicism and a long-bred hatred of France to seek French support on the
basis of mutual self-interest. In time, Americans learned conventional dip-
lomatic practices well enough to abandon their treaty ally when offered suffi-
ciently attractive terms by their enemy.3? This dichotomy may be less contradic-
tory than it seems on the surface since policy is always determined by the elites,
who must then enlist popular support in a democratic system. The rational
analysis which is effective around the council table may not be the best means of
drumming up enthusiasm from the less tutored masses.

But the most important objective of the jus in bellum was mitigation of the
social miseries consonant with war. Benjamin Franklin wanted all farmers,
fishermen, and merchants free to go about their business in time of war. John
Adams agreed. The American ministers in France wrote the Comte de Vergen-
nes, the French foreign minister, that if powers at war were permitted any liber-
ty, then ‘‘all the horrors of the barbarous ages may be introduced and justified.’’
Hamilton, perhaps because of his conservative temperament, was appalled by
random seizures of civilian goods. After all, those protesting the Writs of
Assistance and the many parliamentary taxation measures had been arguing on
behalf of private property. When Congress issued letters of marque and reprisal,
it wanted proper rules observed and private property which did not qualify for
seizure protected. The privateering commission adopted 2 May 1780 cautioned
that all captured items were subject to legal adjudication. Contraband was
defined specifically as articles of warfare. Ships from Bermuda were exempt
from capture until 1 May 1781. As late as 26 February 1782, Congress resolved
that European ships were not liable for capture merely because they had British
goods in their holds.?3

In the land war, George Washington tried continually to enforce orders
against looting and insure that prisoners were well treated. Both sides
perpetrated atrocities, especially in the savage frontier warfare, and each
destroyed supplies it thought the other might use. But a lack of success cannot be
mistaken for cynical lack of concern. Washington ruefully observed that
American troops looted their own people more than the enemy did, to the
enemy’s obvious advantage. When a general cartel for prisoner exchange was
under negotiation between Washington’s headquarters and British represen-
tatives, the Americans argued that all not bearing arms — medical personnel,
chaplains, auditors, clothiers, the Commissary general of prisoners and his
deputies, the Provost Marshall and his corps, all sutlers, and all servants — be
exempt from capture and exchange. John Jay wanted war against only those
Britons who were armed enemies. Thomas Jefferson’s intense anger with the In-
dians during the Revolution stemmed as much from their wanton attacks on
civilians as from their barbarity.3* Even colonial pacifists found themselves
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dians during the Revolution stemmed as much from their wanton attacks on
civilians as from their barbarity.?* Even colonial pacifists found themselves
largely unmolested, although suspected of British sympathies and forced to pay
special taxes.?

Some civilians did carry on business as usual, despite the war, and much to
the chagrin of Congress. It was customary in the eighteenth century to deny trade
with the enemy, although special dispensations were allowed. During the col-
onial period, American trade with the enemy had been notorious, and this prac-
tice continued despite Congressional injunctions against exchange with the
British . Money from the French loans even went to pay for forbidden imports.36
The eighteenth-century view suggested that warfare interfere as little as possible
with normal activity, but this went beyond the pale.

Americans reflected more conventional views regarding the treatment of
prisoners of war. This was one area where men of the eighteenth century believed
that they had made considerable progress. Although maltreatment can be un-
covered, prisoners were seldom abused by either side during the Revolution.?’
Still, charges flew back and forth, and the British do seem to have been more
guilty of brutality than the Americans, although certainly not as a result of high
policy. Congress threatened, but did not practise retaliation for this. Thomas
Gage refuted American charges with a remark that epitomized the view of war-
fare during this age: ‘‘to the glory of civilized Nations, humanity and war have
become compatible, and compassion to the subdued is become almost a general
system.”’ Washington also believed in this, and argued frequently that proper
treatment of British prisoners was both prudent and humane. Jefferson wrote to
Patrick Henry that:

It is for the benefit of mankind to mitigate the horrors of war as much
as possible. The practice therefore of modern nations treating cap-
tive enemies with politeness and generosity is not only delightful in
contemplation but really interesting to all the world, friends, foes and
neutrals.38

Jefferson had few qualms about throwing the supposed scalp-buyer Henry
Hamilton into irons on reputation alone, but the Virginia Council eventually
ordered Hamilton released. It delivered a mild rebuke to Governor Jefferson by
noting that the outcome of the war would not be affected by wreaking vengeance
on captives. After the defeat of the British at Saratoga, Washington wrote
General John Burgoyne a compassionate letter of consolation as a sympathetic
brother-in-arms. Alexander Hamilton thought that even retaliation for outrages
actually committed was ‘‘intirely repugnant to the genius of the age we live
in.”” John Adams too wanted prisoners well-treated, but he was prepared to con-
done retaliation for brutality if that proved the only way to wring respect from
the enemy. James Madison thought that men fighting for their country needed
the protection of retaliation to deter enemy barbarity. In 1781 he chaired a con-
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gressional committee on reprisal. The committee’s report noted that to tolerate
British inhumanity further would be

. inconsistent with the dignity of the United States, with the just ex-
pectations of the people thereof, and with the respect due to the
benevolent rules by which Civilized nations have tempered the
severities & evils of war . . .3

Resolves on reprisal had passed Congress before, but nothing had come of
these, and the Americans refused to adopt retaliation as policy, despite what they
saw as severe provocation by the British. Even the spy, Major André, was well
treated. Washington specifically ordered that while André was ‘‘not intitled to
the usual indulgencies of the common prisoners of war,’’ this did not mean that
he could be insulted. Needless to say, the Americans were furious with Benedict
Arnold, and when Arnold led an invading force into Virginia in 1780-1781, Jef-
ferson, who was still governor, dallied with a scheme to kidnap the turncoat so
that he could be tried and hanged. But the terms of the Saratoga surrender were
remarkably generous, and in general, a word of honour was sufficient to secure a
parole, at least for officers. This worked two ways, however, since Congress ex-
pected that members of the Convention Army away on parole would return if
recalled because of the imprisonment of Henry Laurens in the Tower of London
as a traitor.%

The view of civilian involvement in war and the lenient treatment of
prisoners fitted with another important piece of the limited-war mentality. War
was to redress grievances, not for revenge. Daniel Shute noted in his sermon of
1767 that once conquered, enemies could not be justly treated in any spirit of
vengeance. John Carmichael warned that the legal action of a just war did not
warrant illegal methods of prosecution. Armies had been raised to defend the
rights of the people, and once this was accomplished, Americans were expected
to lay the sword aside and restore friendship with their former enemies. Even
Zabdiel Adams, despite his evident weakness for heady tirades against the
British, shared such an outlook. Edmund Pendleton argued that there was no
need to take revenge on Tory refugees in New York, no matter how much the
people of New Jersey had suffered from the war. Some hardship was expected,
and it could not condone vengeance.*!

Bursts of anger were evident nonetheless, such admirable restraint notwith-
standing. The admittedly predatory war waged by the British along the
American coasts produced a ‘‘Burning Report’® 2 August 1776, written by
Gouverneur Morris. Since Parliament had defended these burnings of coastal
towns in Connecticut, Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia, Congress should
burn London and other British towns. Then, it should declare that this had been
done because Americans were prepared to meet their enemies in whatever kind of
war they chose to wage. Over later British outrages, John Mathews moved that

. . we shall conceive ourselves to be fully justified by the laws of self defence
and sound policy to employ persons to reduce to ashes the towns of Great
Britain as a just retaliation for the wanton acts of cruelty committed by the
enemy and as a duty we owe our constituents.*?
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As with retaliation for the maltreatment of prisoners, nothing much came of
this. John Paul Jones did launch some minor pinpricks against English coastal
villages, but the Americans did not make any systematic attempt to engage in
reprisals. Apart from self-restraint, they lacked the ability.

The attitude towards the Loyalists was mixed when it came to revenge. De-
spite official generosity on the part of Congress, Maryland taxed Loyalists at
three times the regular rate. Massachusetts prohibited their return. Elbridge
Gerry wanted the Loyalists exported because bonds were not good enough, jails
not large enough, and the Loyalists themselves not worth hanging. William
Whipple raged that ‘‘such wretched miscreants’’ were permitted to remain
among Americans. The Virginia delegates to Congress were instructed to argue
for confiscation of Loyalists’ estates because Loyalists had violated their rights
by siding with tyranny. A crusading tendency did emerge with this issue, but
some Americans also wanted clear proof before resorting to punishment of any
kind. John Adams summed up the broad spirit well:

In a time of War, and especially a War like this, one may see the Necessity
and Utility of the divine Prohibitions of Revenge, and the Injunctions of
forgiveness of Injuries and love of Enemies, which We find in the Christian
Religion. Unrestrained, in some degree by these benevolent Laws, Men
would be Devils, at such a time as this.*?

Adams and others seem to have attempted such restraint. When he called
for hard blows against the British, he meant seizing merchant ships and attack-
ing men-of-war. He did not want the elimination of British power. John Jay re-
mained benevolently disposed toward Britain throughout the war. Even over the
Loyalists, Jay believed that each had chosen according to the best lights of his
conscience and could not be held culpable for honest convictions. He hoped
there would be no spirit of vengeance after the war. Arthur Lee thought that per-
secuting the Loyalists would only create martyrs, hold Americans up as a “‘vin-
dictive persecuting People,”’ and swell the population of Nova Scotia.* Of
course the Loyalists did suffer, and bitter feelings worked against moderation on
the local level, where the provisions of any Anglo-American agreement were ul-
timately applied.

American leaders took their country’s honour seriously, consistent with the
gentlemanly codes inherent in the limited-war mentality. The American ministers
overseas had been assisting as best they could captive sailors escaping from Brit-
ain. But when the ministers learned that a general cartel for exchange was immi-
nent, they issued a circular which stated that continued assistance contradicted
American honour. A word of bond given to the enemy would perforce be kept.
Admittedly, prudence and policy could motivate such a view. But Alexander
Hamilton thought that any breach of faith in prisoner exchange would rebound
against America’s good name. Washington was especially sensitive on this point.
When a British ship and crew were captured while under a flag of truce, he or-
dered them released to ‘‘remove from our Army every, the smallest Imputation
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of an Infringement on the sacred dignity of a Flag.”’ If reports about firing on
other British flags proved correct, he wanted a proper apology made to General
Howe and steps taken to insure that such incidents would not recur. American
officers violating their paroles were to be forced to return home because ‘‘we
have pledged ourselves to the enemy,’”” Washington stated, and if the violators
refused to obey, then ‘‘we cannot but consent that 14 officers of Convention . . .
should be considered as free from every Obligation of Parole . . .”’45

Washington was serious about this. Apart from his personal sense of hon-
our, he consciously adhered to the civilized canons of his day when even enemy
officers were expected to treat one another like gentlemen. Ends did not justify
means. Certainly this reflected the injection of humane moral ideals into war-
fare. On the other hand, the Americans had no monopoly of such views. In sev-
eral ways they seem to have possessed the sense of restraint which was integral to
the limited-war mentality and vital to its success.

A third major facet of this mentality was the belief that war was an instru-
ment of policy. On the whole, statesmen in the eighteenth century saw war as
Clausewitz later insisted it must be seen, as an extension of the policy of the
country. During the age of the American Revolution, such policy was still closely
identified with the monarch, but largely because most western states were mon-
archies. Protection of the state, its citizens, its values, and furthering its interests
were the primary functions of war. The statesmen of the time calculated their
usage of arms as coolly as Bismarck did a century later. There was a marked ab-
sence of romantic-ideological enthusiasm, such as characterized the wars of Reli-
gion, the French Revolution, or the massive struggles of the twentieth century.

War had become an established institution during the middle ages, and
linked with the nation-states which emerged following the Renaissance. By the
time of the Ancien Régime, as Albert Sorel observed, ‘‘war was the great instru-
ment of rule, the supreme argument of the reason of state.”” Statesmen con-
ducted affairs as though the international world were a Hobbesian jungle of all
against all. A state’s ability in war reflected its cohesion, wealth, the glory of its
prince, the strength of its institutions, and the ability of its rulers. War was a
means of display, and a path to riches, power, and prestige, for individuals as
well as the state and the prince. But despite all its gaudy trappings, war retained
its essential function, protection. In addition, rulers and statesmen accepted a
balance of power system, so that survival was not synonymous with the oblitera-
tion of the enemy.*6

Americans did not embrace all these tenets of international politics and the
views of individuals may well have varied according to their perception of the
role and powers of the central government. But few arguments can be unearthed
for having the war power at the state level and many seem to have accepted the
fundamental notion that war was an instrument of national policy. Even Tom
Paine, one of the most ethereal of republican enthusiasts, pointed out that occa-
sionally, war was a country’s best policy. John Adams, his puritanism tempered
by his experiences as a diplomat in the courts of Europe, saw much original sin at
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work in international affairs. But he also recognized the need for a delicate
balance of power based upon the mutual self-interest of states. Sam Adams knew
that other powers would assist America only if it were in their interests to do so.
Hamilton realized how states used war as an instrument to further their
interests.*” Madison was more idealistic in his hopes, but he had a similar
understanding. Washington was happy to have France as an ally, but he cau-
tioned that it was ‘‘a maxim founded on the universal experience of mankind
that no nation is to be trusted further than it is bound by its interest.”’ America’s
foreign representatives were instructed by Congress to appeal to France’s self-
interest when wooing support before 1778. If necessary, they were even to offer
France any British West Indian islands which were captured during the course of
the war.

Americans also saw the need for centralized control of the war effort. As
early as 1776, Governor Nicholas Cooke of Rhode Island thought that all ideas
of individual defence should be abandoned, since ‘‘there must be a supreme,
superintending power, to exert and direct the force of the whole, for the defence
and safety of all . . .”” Such a view was reflected in the war power given Congress
by the Articles of Confederation. Thomas Burke argued that ‘‘no one can be
defended from the evils of war but by the united force of all.”’ States could not
be neutral unless Congress embarked on an offensive war of conquest. When the
British Carlisle Commission arrived in America to try and stop the war, Con-
gress was the only agency with full powers in war and peace, and by that time, in-
dependence had become a non-negotiable objective. Congress commissioned al-
most all the privateers sent out from America. Virginia ratified the French
treaties less to insist upon states’ rights than to demonstrate that those treaties
bound her too.*? Despite squabbles with the states over relative powers, Congress
embodied the war and peace making abilities of the American people.

Washington realized that if the war power were not firmly vested with the
central authority, then even the war for independence could become an *‘impos-
sibility.”” He and other generals saw first hand the tremendous problems of
divided and hamstrung authority during the war. When he came to Congress as a
Virginia delegate, Madison was shocked to learn that the states had been
violating central prerogatives. In 1782, for example, Pennsylvania seized goods
bound for British prisoners under a congressional passport. Members of Con-
gress made a blistering response, but the nature of the Confederation rendered
them impotent, apart from verbal harangues and persuasion, to do much about
this usurpation of their apparently constitutional authority. One member noted
that control of war was ‘‘the most essential of all the powers delegated to Con-
gress.’’ Some went on to argue for stronger taxing authority as a concomitant.>

All this concern, particularly in light of the nationalist movement which be-
gan to coalesce in Congress after 1780, suggests strongly that American leaders
saw war as an instrument of the whole nation, and therefore as an instrument of
state policy. While they thought largely in defensive terms, and professed to
eschew the idea of offensive war, this does not preclude such a perception of the

33



HISTORICAL PAPERS 1976 COMMUNICATIONS HISTORIQUES

function of armed force. There is no contradiction between seeing war as an ex-
tension of policy and having a defensive attitude. Even the idea of defence can be
sufficiently elastic to allow for preventive strikes against a threatening enemy.
This was no less true in the eighteenth century than in the twentieth.

Certainly the American leaders realized that war was essential for the suc-
cess of their first enterprise as a self-professed nation-state. Survival and security
must be the twin goals of any state policy. Independence was the first truly
American policy objective when a redress of grievances was refused. Once
established, independence was secured by the policy of political isolationism, but
even this did not deny that war could be an instrument of policy. It merely
argued neutrality as the most prudent course to follow.5! Robert Morris thought
it terrible that American safety should necessitate dragging other powers into
war but he was prepared to accept it. He asked if morality and policy were not
related, and answered himself by stating: ‘‘Perhaps it may not be good Policy to
investigate the Question at this time.”” John Dickinson, in draughting instruc-
tions for negotiating peace in 1779, suggested that the fisheries would be just
compensation for the ‘“‘expences and Damages of an unprovoked defensive
war.”’ Interest began to arise in the safety of the western lands adjacent to
Spanish territory. In short, different sections of the country began to define
specific interests once the goal of independence seemed relatively secure.’? Subse-
quently, American statesmen used or threatened war with Spain, France, and
England, when circumstances warranted. Moralism, idealism, even a belief that
free trade could lead to peace did not contradict such a view as questions of na-
tional interest and national pride began to render reasoned definitions of self-
defence increasingly difficult.

Finally, in common with so many other statesmen and thinkers of the age,
many American leaders viewed war as a part of the nature of man, or at least the
ambivalent nature of man as it was expressed through organized societies. In
large measure, the eighteenth-century thinkers saw man as a mixture of conflict-
ing good and evil tendencies. Optimism and pessimism were therefore function-
ally related in their expectations of future development. These men were also
doubtful about the eradication of war. The thinkers certainly condemned war as
irrational, contrary to progress, and unprofitable. But Peter Gay once com-
mented that hatred of war during this age really was little more than a ‘‘respect-
able sentiment,”” and was only a way of condemning monarchs. Most thinkers
accepted war as a part of nature and even saw positive functions for the employ-
ment of force.’? For Hugo Grotius, ‘‘so far from anything in the principles of
nature being repugnant to war, every part of them indeed rather favours it.”’
Thomas Hobbes argued that ‘‘the condition of man (. . .) is a condition of war,”’
since self-defence was a first law of nature in a predatory world.’* Spinoza
thought that self-preservation was man’s basic task. Nature was a state of war
and only prudence dictated restraint. David Hume agreed and Voltaire com-
mented with disgust: ‘‘war is an inevitable scourge. If we take notice, all men
have worshipped Mars.’”’ Montesquieu focussed less on man in a state of nature
than on man in society, as did Jean Jacques Rousseau, but both still saw war as a
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necessary part of the human condition, whatever hopes might exist for the
future.?’

Even the peace proposals were more pacific than pacifist. The schemes
of the Renaissance had unblushingly defined universal peace as a universal
monarchy to wage more effective wars against the infidel. The Duc de Sully’s
seventeenth-century ‘‘Grand Design’’ wanted French hegemony and the destruc-
tion of Austrian power to insure peace. By the time of the age of limited wars,
peace plans had to cope with the multiple-state system and they really resembled
more efficient balance-of-power schemes than genuine peace plans. Most relied
upon deterrence to keep recalcitrant princes in line. ¢ Most flailed at monarchs as
the primary cause of war, and wanted to curb the power of the prince or erect
republican governments as a pathway to peace. Although it seems tragically
naive in retrospect, the idea that republicanism and peace were synonymous held
considerable currency during the eighteenth century.”’

Identifiable American views of the origins of war coincided with these
broader configurations. Jefferson thought that habit might have made men
“honor force more than finesse,”” but he also knew that reason would not always
move human affairs. Americans could only hope to avoid those wars produced
by their own folly. For the remainder, they would perforce make the best
preparations they could. Tom Paine believed that it was ‘‘the pride of kings
which throws mankind into confusion.”’ John Witherspoon, speaking on the Ar-
ticles of Confederation, noted that republics had historically been pacific. Sam
Adams predictably saw tyrants as the ‘‘Scourges and Plagues of Mankind,”
which extended the blame somewhat.® Hamilton was more penetrating. But
even he found the passions of men ‘‘abundant sources of contention and hostili-
ty’’ among nations. The United States had been delivered into a predatory
universe, where states were in perpetual antagonism. This could explode into war
at any time. John Jay thought ‘‘that nations should make war against nations is
less surprising than their living in uninterrupted peace and harmony.’”’ Benjamin
Franklin expected that ‘‘the foolish part of mankind will make wars from time to
time with each other,’’ and believed that the rest should ease the general burden
as much as possible. Madison, despite hopes for improvement, was similarly pes-
simistic.’® Clearly, many of the Founding Fathers had severe doubts about the
possibilities of peace among men.

John Adams and the clergy fixed upon original sin as the culprit. Adams
saw the struggle against tyranny as a central part of man’s history and believed
that the whole world was liable for calamities as a result. Wars flowed from pas-
sions, such as the jealousy of states, and he cited Athens and Britain as the
respective instigators of the Peloponnesian and Revolutionary wars as examples
supporting his thesis. Human nature did not love war, but men still fought for
“frivolous purposes of avarice, ambition, vanity, resentment, and revenge.”’
Princes had more than their share of these sins, but America would be able to
eschew all save defensive wars because of her republican institutions.®0 The
clerics saw man wallowing in lust. War would remain as long as evil stalked a
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degenerate world. American sins had combined with British depravity to bring
condign punishment down upon American heads. To Quaker Anthony Benezet,
sin and war were reciprocal partners which propelled man in an endless circle of
misery. But ministers could also link war to monarchy and peace to republi-
canism, as Zabdiel Adams revealed in his Lexington commemorative sermon of
1783.¢

The belief that states were predatory, that monarchs were prone to war, that
man’s passions lay at the heart of misery in the human condition all combined to
produce in the minds of many American leaders a conviction that war was to
some degree inevitable. This was why arguments arose for greater unity; the
United States would face danger in the future and must be prepared. Washington
and Hamilton clearly reflected such a belief in their thoughts on a peacetime
military establishment for the United States. ‘It is no new maxim in politics,”’
Washington wrote, ‘‘that for a nation to obtain Peace, or insure it, It must be
prepared for war.”’ Weakness invited aggression and potential predators lurked
everywhere. Even a war in geographically remote Europe could become a vortex
which would suck America in to destruction. Hamilton, Madison, Oliver
Ellsworth, James Wilson, and Samuel Holton prepared a report on a peace-time
military. This embodied Washington’s specific recommendations and revealed at
the same time the conviction that war must be anticipated in human affairs, at
least for the moment. Thus a limited preparedness was essential. This had to be
comprehensive and under congressional control. Regular troops, engineers, uni-
form militia regulations, and frontier and seacoast fortifications should be com-
plemented by arms manufactories because ‘‘every country ought to endeavour to
have within itself all the means essential to its own preservation . . .”’62 Although
an argument for military autarchy, this was of course no call for a nation in
arms. Such a policy would have conformed neither with American resources nor
American needs. But it was consonant with what the members of the committee
believed America would require in the near future and with what Americans
would stand for in light of their republican views and fears of military power
under central authority.

This was why so many thought that isolationism was the most prudent poli-
cy. Some had feared that the terms of the Franco-American treaties would bind
America to France’s future wars. This was no idle fancy, as events of the 1790s
revealed. Apart from that, independent predators could also pose threats. John
Jay thought that ‘‘we shall always find well appointed armies to be our ablest
negotiators.”’ Virtue and knowledge were essential for liberty and union, he told
William Greene, but arms would allow these to flourish by deterring others from
attack. Madison too thought that war was sometimes the best coin to purchase
peace. John Adams advised his son John Quincy early in the Revolution to study
diligently and prepare for the future councils, negotiations, and wars of his
country. Adams knew they would come, as did Franklin, who was certain that
the world had not yet reached the idyllic state where nations could disband their
armies and expect to live in peace.®® Do what they might, organize their society
as they might, Americans had to expect war in the future.

36



THE AMERICAN VIEW _ ..

These were the thoughts which shaped the texture of the American view of
war during the Revolutionary years. It had firm foundations in classical theo-
ries, English whig ideas, and the probings and reflections of many seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century minds. True to their age, the Founding Fathers had a
mixed view of human nature and expected the future to be much like the past, at
least when it came to men’s affairs. History did not make them overly sanguine
about imminent peace among nations. They wanted a happy future but they
knew better than to place excessive reliance upon wishful thinking. Their op-
timism was guarded at best. To be fair, so was their pessimism. This was why
they could avoid despair. War was a scourge, but it might be tempered and con-
stricted, if not eliminated, and thus its worst abuses softened.®

In these important ways, the Founding Fathers accepted the limited-war
mentality of the eighteenth century. It can therefore serve as a starting point for
the American view of war which developed following the struggle for independ-
ence. It also suggests that our current understanding of the American view of
war needs refinement. A closer investigation of American thinking about the use
of force in international relations may even reshape our appreciation of the sig-
nificance of war in American history.
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