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A "camp follower" is a historical term that refers to individuals, often women and their children, who accompanied armies or 
military units during campaigns and wars. These individuals were not officially part of the military but rather provided essential 
support services to the soldiers and the army as a whole. The concept of camp followers dates back centuries and was 
particularly prevalent during the early modern period and into the 19th century. Camp followers played crucial roles in 
supporting the logistical and personal needs of soldiers while on the move or in camp. Their responsibilities included a wide 
range of tasks, such as cooking, cleaning, nursing wounded soldiers, providing laundry services, and even acting as sutlers (selling 
goods to the troops). They were responsible for setting up and maintaining temporary camps, ensuring that the soldiers had 
access to food, clothing, and other necessities. 
 
One of the primary reasons for the presence of camp followers was the challenging and nomadic nature of military campaigns. 
Armies often had to travel long distances, facing harsh conditions and extended periods away from established supply lines. 
Camp followers helped alleviate some of these challenges by providing practical support to the troops. Women, in particular, 
played a significant role as camp followers. Many of them were the wives, mothers, or relatives of soldiers who joined the army 
to stay close to their loved ones during wartime. They contributed to the well-being of the soldiers and helped maintain a sense 
of normalcy amid the chaos of war. Additionally, children born to camp follower parents during military campaigns were 
sometimes referred to as "camp children" or "military brats." 
 
While camp followers were essential for the functioning of armies, their lives were often difficult and perilous. They faced the 
same dangers as soldiers, including exposure to disease, violence, and the uncertainties of war. Despite their crucial roles, camp 
followers were often marginalized and subjected to challenging living conditions, making their contributions to the war effort 
underappreciated and underacknowledged. The prevalence of camp followers began to decline with advancements in military 
logistics and the establishment of more organized supply chains. As armies became better equipped and self-sufficient, the need 
for camp followers diminished. Additionally, as societal norms changed, the practice of women accompanying armies became 
less common. In modern times, the term "camp follower" is sometimes used metaphorically to refer to individuals or groups 
who attach themselves to a particular movement, organization, or cause, often for personal gain or opportunistic reasons. In this 
context, it implies a parasitic or opportunistic association rather than the historical role of providing support. 
 
In conclusion, "camp follower" historically referred to individuals, primarily women and their children, who provided essential 
support services to armies during military campaigns and wars. They played a crucial role in maintaining the well-being of 
soldiers, but their contributions were often underappreciated. As military logistics evolved, the practice of camp following 
gradually faded, but the term continues to hold historical significance and is occasionally used metaphorically in contemporary 
contexts. 
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. What were the essential roles and contributions of camp followers in supporting armies during historical military campaigns, and 
how did their presence impact the well-being of the soldiers and the overall functioning of the army? 

2. How did the status and treatment of camp followers evolve over time, and what societal factors influenced changes in their roles 
and significance in military campaigns? 

3. In what ways did the experiences and challenges faced by camp followers mirror or differ from those of the soldiers they 
accompanied, and how did they cope with the risks and hardships of war? 

4. Can you draw parallels between historical camp followers and modern support systems for military personnel, such as military 
spouses' clubs and family support services? How have these roles evolved in contemporary times? 

5. The term "camp follower" is occasionally used metaphorically in modern contexts. Can you provide examples of contemporary 
situations where individuals or groups are metaphorically referred to as camp followers, and what implications does this metaphor 
carry in those cases? 


