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While there are many reasons why the Civil War was fought the American experience 

with the Civil War is ever evolving depending on who tells the story. Accounts of the soldiers 

give a unique perspective on the American Experience in the Civil War and as a result how we 

view it today. The white Union soldiers of the North can arguably be said to have changed the 

most and as a result this changes the experience of the war. In comparison the white soldiers of 

the Confederate Army can be said to have only begun to change towards the end of the war. 

Therefore the soldiers’ experiences, both before and during the war, shaped the war into what it 

would come to mean for the United States after the war.  

Before the Civil war began, tension was rampant in the Union. Due to the technological 

advances and the expansion of the country throughout the century it can be argued that the early 

1800s was a state of change that seemed to threaten the union. The North was industrializing 

while the South seemed to remain the same. When McPherson argues that “The South changed 

relatively little, and, because so many Northern changes seemed threatening, the South 

developed a defensive ideology that resisted change”i - he is correct. However, it was not just 

Southern fears of a changing North that started the war. The North feared Southern changes as 

well, an example would be the expansion of the domestic slave tradeii and the way it made the 

United States look to the rest of the word. Each society viewed itself as the one who remained 

loyal to the ideas of the forefathers of the Union, it was the one who had not changed. There was 

not a national unifying identity for the people to cling to. All these factors only served to further 

this tension by creating identities of sectionalism within the country. According to Grant, the 

“Northern Worldview was defined by its antipathy towards the characteristics of the South”iii. 

This antipathy in the North created the notion of the South as a threat. Thus when the South 

seceded this threat was realized. As Manisha Sinha notes of South Carolina, the Southern 
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worldview was that secession was the counterrevolution to the changes of the North, culminating 

in the election of Lincolniv. The Southern worldview of the North as a threat would likewise be 

realized when Lincoln refused to remove the troops at Fort Sumter.  Eventually, slavery would 

become a collision of these social politics meeting economics in the years leading up to the war.  

Slavery was in the minds of the people from the outset of the war, but not in the way one 

might expect. Slavery helped to foster a southern way of life thus it was fear for their lifestyle 

that prompted an acknowledgement of slavery from those fighting for the South. This fear was 

fostered by the idea of being forced to follow a way of life that was alien to them. As McPherson 

notes, “Over and over again in Confederate letters one find sentences like these, ‘It is better to 

spend our all in defending our country than to be subjugated, and I for one am ready and willing 

to fight to the bitter end’. . .”v. While slavery was on the mind of the people of the South, there 

are numerous other specific reasons Southern soldiers went to war. Paramount being geography - 

the closer to the South the more likely one was to be a confederate sympathizer. Other reasons 

included political commitment - the lack of unifying factor in the nation - and public pressure - 

the home front can be persuasive. As well as profit - in the form of property rights and slaves that 

made economic concerns profound (Sheehan-Dean 187). One other is - defense of home - one of 

the most well-known reasons for why nations go to war. McPherson makes this point in What 

they Fought For, 1861-1865, when he quotes a Texas Private, “We are fighting for matters real 

and tangible . . . our property and our homes . . . they for matters abstract and intangible”vi 

Therefore in considering the experiences of the Confederate soldier right before the war, it can 

only be assumed that fear for their lives, for their way of life, and for the Union were driving 

factors in the decision to go to war. Whether or not this conviction would remain throughout the 
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war is  still to be seen. It is important to examine the situation from the point of view of the 

Northern soldiers before an attempt to understand the overall soldier experience during the war.  

The build up to the war for the North was treated by the Northern officials and citizens in 

much the same light that it was in the South. It was simple: the North had to save the Union and 

they had to prove that their way was right. As, Manning notes, “War 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.”vii Demonstrating that their way of life was correct is not the only reason 

why the Northern Union soldiers went to war. The North also considered economics - “the pay 

of Federal privates was small by modern-day standards; yet depression was widespread when the 

civil war began and unemployment remained prevalent in the North”viii as a reason. However, the 

North’s main reason for going to war, at least in the beginning, was the same as the South - love 

of country. “As Indiana private Benjamin Mabrey wrote his homefolk: I Came out pur to do my 

Duty and to fight the rebes and poot Down rebelyon.”ix  

The American Revolution ended 78 years before the Civil War started. Because the 

revolution is the cornerstone of national identity it can be argued that due to the sectionalism that 

had embedded itself within the country at the time that each side would see this war as a second 

revolution so to speak. An example of this revolutionary thought comes from John H. Cochran, 

CSA. In writing his mother states, “Tere is but one way to avert such dire calamities to the old 

commonwealth and that is by revolution.”x The rest of his letter goes on to state his fear of the 

“cowardly submission” that would follow should Virginia not seceded from the Union. An 

private from Michigan wrote his uncle, “did the revolutionary patriots in valley forge complain 

[when] they had to march in snow . . . We will show our fathers and mothers wifes sisters 
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brothers sweethearts that we are worthy of that heritage”xi. It would seem to both sides that 

because their ‘way’ to run the country was better. This love of country felt by both armies was 

only expanded upon due to the fact that each army had the descendants of the founding fathers 

within their ranks. For the Confederates this included CSA Lt. Col John A Washington. The 

Union ranks included USA Maj. Paul Joseph Reverexii. Both died during the course of the war 

and served to demonstrate how the Civil War was filled with echoes of the revolution. The 

reasons to stay in the battle however, were only revealed after the war began.  

The Confederate army had no reason to change why they were fighting due to the fact 

that they were the occupied force. The only periods of time that the confederate armies crossed 

into Northern states was during the battles of Antietam and Gettysburg, thereafter quickly 

retreating back towards the Southern state lines. It was often the case that these men could be 

fighting close to their own homes and could see first-hand the destruction of war to their wives 

and children. The location factor of the civil war allowed for the ideas - that this was a poor 

man’s fight but a rich man’s war and that the Confederate soldier had a moral superiority over 

the Northern soldier to intensify. 

In fact, as Mitchell notes, the myth of Confederate moral superiority while occupying 

space within the northern states would continue to be circulated in the South long after the 

campaigns had ended. This idea was paramount in some Confederate soldiers’ writings, CSA 

Chaplain Sheeran, “Knowing what their army had done to us; that they burned our towns, laid 

waste to our lands, driven helpless women and children. . .”xiii Even though it is a well-known 

fact that the confederate troops looted towns and homes just like their northern counterparts, Lee 

had issued an order for the confederate troops to restrain themselves. This order probably helped 

keep the myth alive. It also helped to keep the moral of the soldiers up - when comparing oneself 
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to the enemy, it is most assuredly better to be seen as the morally superior man. Nonetheless, for 

the confederate soldiers, the sentiment to stay in the fight was changing.  

This changing sentiment is demonstrated, as early as 1862, only one year after the war 

began, the Twenty-Slave Law, was passed by the Confederate Congress on October 11, 1862xiv. 

This law created an exemption to military conscription for the owners of twenty or more slaves. 

This heightened tensions between those waging the war and those doing the actual fighting. 

Going to war for honor and protecting your family is good, but as Charles A. Willis wrote on 

June 12, 1863, “It looks like the will never be peace anymore for poor people the rich is getting 

out of the war on every hand . . . “.xv One can take this to mean that the rich planters were ever 

successful in getting out of their service. Then in March 1863, Impressment began. This was the 

legislated policy of the Confederate government to seize [from its citizens] food, fuel, slaves, and 

other commodities to support armies in the field during the war. The tax-in-kind law passed a 

month later, which allowed the government to impress crops from farmers at a negotiated price. 

These laws certainly had an impact upon the morale of the soldiers. As the example of Charles A 

Willis demonstrates, some of the confederate soldiers felt as if this was a rich man’s war and a 

poor man's’ fight. And yet these laws were not enough to change in their minds that this was a 

war worth fighting for.  It does demonstrate that sentiment to stay in the war was changing. As 

the war was still in an on-going state and as Map 1.11 illustrates, the longer the war went on the 

further south it went. This sentiment would change as the losses mounted and the war went 

further south.  

An argument can be made that the most intense change in white Southern soldiers 

occurred towards the end of the war when Confederate society realized the war was lost. That 
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did not stop them from fighting, however, as McPherson notes, “the war ground on and 

devastated a widening swath of the South, the initial patriotism and ideological commitment of 

many Confederate soldiers became transmuted into hatred and a passion for revenge”xvi By 

fighting the majority of the war in the South,  every battle lost meant the resources of the South 

shrunk, as land was given up, farms were destroyed, people run off - . Looking at Chart 1.12, one 

can clearly see that the South was going to have a hard time with their resources in the war. 

Because the war continued on in the South and caused the destruction of much needed resources, 

eventually the morale of the Soldiers would wear down. As Tally Simpson, CSA, reports on the 

aftermath of Gettysburg, “The fall of vicksburg has caused me to lose confidence in something 

or somebody, I can’t say exactly which.”xvii The high numbers of desertions began with the loss 

of resources and morale. The change for why they were fighting started in the minds of the 

people early in the war but due to the location of the war, due to the fact that the Northern army 

was the invader, why the confederate soldiers were fighting never truly changed. As Mitchell 

notes, “In the end it was not just the soldiers but a whole society that was defeated”xviii. 

Earlier it was mentioned that the Northern armies did not go to war to end slavery. Yet, 

as early as April 1862 soldiers noticed patterns in the orders they were given. Charles Willis 

USA writes: “I don’t care a damn for the darkies and know that they are better off with their 

masters 50 times over than with is, but of course you know I couldn’t help to send a runaway 

n****** back. I’m blamed if I could.”xix This is taken from a letter where Willis is commenting 

on his duty to runaway slaves.  He is admitting that the slaves would be better off with their 

masters, but within the same letter Willis notes that the slaves will not be returned to their 

masters.  “The owners were pretty well contented while the army stayed here, for all the generals 
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assured them that when we left the negroes would not be allowed to go with us, and they could 

easily get them back, but they have found out that was a full [trick] and they are bitter on us 

now” (Willis 182). As Willis fails to mention it further in his letter, one can conclude that he is 

reluctantly accepting the orders he has been given to aid runaway slaves. Willis may not care for 

them at all, but he evidently sees some value in the taking of slaves from their owners; Willis 

sees the value in that it will aid the Union to do so to save the country. The value being the silent 

revolt of the slaves in the South against the plantation owners that still kept them.  

Further on in the war, the white Union soldiers own experiences began to change the 

soldiers’ rhetoric. As Chandra Manning notes, “What soldiers thought the war was about was 

central to how white Union soldiers understood the war.”xx First hand encounters with actual 

slaves would be a tipping point in how the war came to be viewed in the North. Most Northern 

Soldiers were completely unprepared, slavery had been completely abolished by 1804 in most 

northern states, many especially from the northeast and western frontiers had never had an 

encounter with the system of slavery. That is why as when soldiers saw “two negro women - a 

mother and daughter” fleeing towards the Union Line they cursed the systemxxi. To these men, 

slavery violated female purity and destroyed families. By witnessing the effects of slavery, 

Union soldiers could not ignore the face of it, and the further South the Union Army went the 

more apparent it became to the soldiers that slavery had to end. As Manning notes, most decided 

“That slavery blighted everything it touched.”xxii By establishing what was in minds of the 

Southern and Northern soldiers before and at the start of the war, one can see how the experience 

of the war itself shaped the Soldiers in the years and months to come.  

Monumental shifts in the course of the Civil War would continue to change the rhetoric 

of the North and eventually the South. Two Northern laws, the Militia Act of 1862 - allowing 
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African Americans to participate in the war as soldiers and labours - and the Confiscation Act of 

1862 - declared all slaves belonging to a rebel were free, can be attributed to show these 

monumental shifts. These acts display the difficult situation the North was in because there were 

some states in the Union that still allowed slavery. When taken together, these two acts allow for 

an easement so to speak. They demonstrate that the politicians of the Union were willing to do 

whatever necessary in order to win the war. Moreover, these two acts put slavery as a central 

issue to the war, whether the Union soldiers liked it or not. These two acts also served to add a 

new element to the soldiers’ lives in the Civil War - now it was not just Northern versus 

Southern soldiers it was white and black Northern soldiers versus Southern soldiers.  

It is important to talk about black soldiers in the Civil War because their experiences 

were quite different from both white Union  and Southern soldiers. Glatthaar notes, “Blacks 

alone did not win the war, but timely and extensive support from them contributed significantly 

and may have made a difference between Union victory and stalemate or defeat.”xxiii These were 

soldiers who had to face enemies on all sides, had to prove their worth in battle, and had to prove 

they were men. In doing so, they changed the course of the Civil War: without the influx of 

soldiers that African Americans provided the Union might not have won. James H Payne, USA, 

writes: “but while they did, all the white soldiers lay in their pits and did nothing to support our 

men in the struggle; they just lay as if there was nothing for them to do one hour after the 

explosion took place...How easily Petersbury could have been taken on the 30th of July had the 

white soldiers and their commanders done their duty!”xxiv Payne is commenting on the lack of 

support white union soldiers had for black ones at the Battle of the Crater] on 30 July, 1864. It is 

experiences like this that demonstrate that, while white Union soldiers could be seen as anti-

slavery, they were not abolitionist or anti-white supremacy. They could be fighting to end 
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slavery because it was a stain on the country, but they were not fighting for the colored people. 

There was still sentiment within the Union that colored people were the lowest on the social 

ladder. By acknowledging this, one must also acknowledge that the Civil War was than just a 

fight to end slavery and as more than just a fight to reunite the country They demonstrate a sort 

of hidden history that many do not like to acknowledge because it shows just how long the civil 

war would continue for the country.  

To be certain, there were many experiences not included here: sickness, death, seeing 

your fellow soldiers dying, the knowledge of defeat, the feelings associated with leaving your 

post to save yourself. These experiences are well established results of the war. Nonetheless, this 

is a discussion concerning the time before these results were known. They are only mentioned 

here to demonstrate that these effects were felt during the war, practically on mute as they were 

not yet a real impact in the mind. The letters mention them sparingly:, “I have been slightly 

unwell for two or three days but have got pretty much over it now”xxv or “I never expected to be 

alarmed or excited in battle, but really it is a very different affair from what I thought it. I never 

was cooler in my life...”xxvi One has to understand that in war especially the conditions of the 

Civil War, the soldiers might not have had the time to complain or worry, when in the next battle 

they might die. Soldiers that survived would not feel the impact until after the war, when the 

war’s ramifications would be felt all over the country. This created a new relationship in which 

the government is responsible for the soldier, which in turn creates a new environment in the 

way the soldier is to be treated for years to come.xxvii   

Having established that the conception of the war was evolving for soldiers from the very 

beginning, allows for an expansion of the rhetoric of the American experience of the Civil War. 

The common belief within the Confederacy is that the war did not change; many say they knew 
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what they were fighting for from the beginning. In reality, this was a group whose mindset would 

shift more towards the end of the war, when number of desertions rose quickly. However, for 

those that did not stop the fight, the war would serve as a reminder of the price given to guard 

their lives. The experience of the Confederate soldiers during the civil war demonstrates that the 

Civil War the price one must pay for war.  

 The experience was quite different in the North. The white Union soldiers of the North 

can arguably be said to have changed the most, and, as a result, this changes the experience of 

the American Civil War. For these soldiers, the war became something more than just saving the 

Union, it became ending slavery to save the Union. The white Union soldiers bolster the familiar 

rhetoric in US history that Lincoln freed the slaves, and they allow for modern students to see the 

civil war as a demonstration of two sides, one “good,” one “evil.” The experience of black 

soldiers during the civil war shows that the Northern white soldiers are only one side of the 

Northern truth. Their experience allows for one to see the Civil War at its most brutal. Moreover 

black soldiers’ experiences demonstrates that the Civil War did not stop when the guns stopped 

firing.  

Overall, it may be said, that the American experience of the Civil war is impacted by the 

experiences of the soldiers who fought it. It is impactful today in the way we speak of the South, 

in the way the civil rights movement is a still ongoing struggle, in that those who fought and died 

served as a turning point in how many came to view the effects of the civil war and  the changed 

it created for America as a whole in moving forward. The experience of the soldiers in the civil 

war ultimately demonstrates why we go to war and how we do it - the love of country that makes 

one willing to risk it all.  
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Appendix A 

Map 1.1: Major Civil War battles and Movements 
 
 

Source: https://www.westpoint.edu/history/SiteAssets/SitePages/American%20Civil%20War/ACW01.gif 
 
Chart 1.1: Comparison of Union and Confederate Resources 

 
Source: Selcer, R. (2006). Civil War America, 1850 to 1875. New York, NY: Facts On File. 
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