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It is the men, Hector tells Andromache in the sixth book of the Thad, who “must 
see to the fighting.” From ancient history to our own time, war has centered on men, 
for they have controlled and populated its battlefields. Even in our era of shifting 
gender definitions, perhaps the most assertive—and successful —defense of tradi. 
tional roles has been the effort to bar women from combat. Yet wat has often intro- 
duced women to unaccustomed responsibilities and unprecedented, even if tem- 
porary, enhancements of power. War has been a preeminently “gendering” activity, 
casting thought about sex differences into sharp relief as it has both underlined and 
realigned gender boundaries} 

Like every war before and since, the American Civil War served as an occasion 
for both reassertion and reconsideration of gender assumptions. Early in the conflict, 
Louisianian Julia Le Grand observed that “we are leading the lives which women 
have led since Troy fell.” Yet because the Civil War was fundamentally different from 
those that had preceded it, the place of women in that conflict stimulated especially 
significant examination and discussion of women’s appropriate relationship to 
wat —and thus to society in general. Often designated the first “modern” ot total 
wat because of the involvement of entire populations in its terrible work of death, 
the Civil War required an extraordinary level of female partticipation. This was a 
conflict in which the “home front” had a newly important role in generating mass 
armies and keeping them in the field. Particularly in the South, where human and 
material resources were stretched to the utmost, the conflict demanded the mobili- 
zation of women, not for battle, but for civilian suppott services such as nursing, 
textile and clothing production, munitions and government office work, slave 
management, and even agriculture. Yet white Southern women, unlike their men, 
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were not conscripted by law. They had to be enlisted by persuasion. The resulting discourse about woman's place in Confederate society represented the rhetorical at- tempt to create a hegemonic ideology of female patriotism and sacrifice. Articulate Southerners, male and female, crafted an exemplary narrative about the Confederate woman’s Civil War, a story designed to ensure her loyalty and ser- vice. As in the tales of war enshrined in Western literature from Homer to Sir Walter Scott, its plot recounted woman’s heroic self-sacrifice, casting it as indispensable to the moral, political, and military triumph of her men and her country. The historian John Keegan has compellingly described the way in which the “battle piece,” the highly conventionalized and heroic account of combat, has shaped men’s expecta- tions and experiences of war. But women have been no less influenced by a genre of female “war stories,” intended to socialize them through accounts of their fore- mothers’ deeds. The conventional designation of all women as noncombatants in- evitably enhances the wartime significance of gender as a social category, as well as a structure of self-definition. The focus of Confederate public discourse on a “class- less” white woman reinforced the privileging of female identity. Usually cast in the homogeneous singular, the “woman” who shared with her sisters rich and poor the experience of sacrificing men to battle tepresented a useful rhetorical convention within a Confederate ideology struggling to minimize the class divisions that might threaten national survival. At the same time that Confederate discourse appealed to a new and recognizable commonality widely shared by white Southern women — whose husbands or sons were neatly three times as likely to die as were their Northern counterparts—it promoted the notion of an atchetypal “Confederate woman” as a form of false consciousness obscuring social and economic differences among the new nation’s female citizens. Ultimately, the focus of Confederate ideology on female self-abnegation and sactifice as ends in themselves would alien- ate many women from that rendition of their interests, from the war, and in many cases, from the Confederacy itself. Ideology and its failures played a critical role in shaping the relationship of women to the Southern Cause and in defining Con- federate viability. In recent years scholars have answered the historiographical peren- nial, “why the South lost the Civil War.” by emphasizing deficiencies in Southern morale. Almost all such arguments stress the importance of class conflict, especially growing yeoman dissent, in undermining the Southern Cause. Yet with a white ci- vilian population that was overwhelmingly female and that bore an unprecedented 
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This monument to the women of the Confederacy was erected in front of the state capitol 
in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1904 by the United Confederate Veterans and the state of 

Mississippi at the cost of $20,000 and bears the inscription: 
“To Our Mothers, Our Wives, Our Daughters, Our Sisters.” 

Courtesy Mississippi Department of Archives & History, Special Collections Section. 
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' tesponsibility for the wat’s outcome, we must not ignore gender as a factor in ex- 
plaining Confederate defeat. 

To suggest that Southern women in any way subverted the Confederate effort is 
to challenge a more than century-old legend of female sactifice. The story of Con- 
federate women’s unflinching loyalty originated during the war and first found 
official expression in legislative resolutions offered by Confederate leadets to mark 
the contributions of female citizens. The Confederate Congress established the 
model in a declaration of gratitude passed in April 1862; the gesture was replicated 
in proclamations like that of the Mississippi legislature in 1863 thanking the 
“mothers, wives, sisters and daughters of this State” for their “ardent devotion... 
unremitting labors and sacrifices.”4 After Appomattox this hortatory narrative of fe- 
male dedication was physically realized in monuments to wives and mothers of the 
Confederacy and incorporated into scholarly literature on women and the war as 
conventional historical truth. Even the titles of scholarly works, such as Mary 
Elizabeth Massey's Bonnet Brigades, published in 1966 as part of the Civil War cen- 
tennial, or H. E. Sterkx’s more recent Partners in Rebellion: Alabama Women in 
the Civil War, communicate the image of Southern women fighting alongside their 
men. The same vision had a century earlier inspited Henry Timrod, poet laureate 
of the Confederacy, to entitle his wartime ode to Confederate ladies “Two Armies.” 
Praising women’s contributions in caring for the sick, plying the “needle and the 
loom,” and “by a thousand peaceful deeds” supplying “a struggling nation’s needs,” 
Timrod promised women equal glory with the war's military heroes. 

When Heaven shall blow the trump of peace, 
And bid this weary warfare cease, 
Their several missions nobly done, 
The triumph grasped, the freedom won, 
Both armies, from their toils at rest, 
Alike may claim the victor’s crest.5 
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1204 The Journal of American History 

The tenacity of such a rendition of Southern women’s wartime role — its survival 
from Confederate myth into twentieth-century historiography — is less curious than 
at first it seems. Confederate versions originated so early in the conflict as to have 
been necessarily prescriptive rather than descriptive. This was not simply a story, but 
an ideology intended to direct Southern women, to outline appropriate behavior 
in the abruptly altered wartime situation. The flattery, the honorific nature of this 
discourse, was central to its rhetorical force. And the deference to women’s impor- 
tance ensured the survival of the narrative and its evolution into historical interpre- 
tation. Ironically, it fit neatly with an emergent twentieth-century feminist histori- 
ogtaphy eager to explore women’s contributions to past events previously portrayed 
from an exclusively male point of view. Yet the passage of women’s history beyond 
its earlier celebratory phase and the adoption of more critical and analytic ap- 
proaches to female experience may enable us at last to see the story as the fiction 
it largely is, to explore its development, political origins, and rhetorical purposes 
and thus to understand how it shaped Confederate women’s wartime lives.6 

With the outbreak of hostilities in early 1861, public discourse in the Confederacy 
quickly acknowledged that war had a special meaning for white females, The earliest 
discussions of the Confederate woman in newspapets and periodicals sought to en- 
gage her in the war effort by stressing the relevance of her accustomed spiritual role. 
The defense of moral order, conventionally allocated to females by nineteenth- 
century bourgeois ideology, took on increased importance as wat’s social disruptions 
threatened ethical and spiritual dislocations as well. “Can you imagine,’ asked the 
magazine Southern Field and Fireside, “what would be the moral condition of the 
Confedetate atmy in six months” without women’s influence? What but a woman 
“makes the Confederate soldier a gentleman of honor, courage, virtue and truth, 

instead of a cut-throat and vagabond?” “Great indeed,” confirmed the Augusta 
Weekly Constitutionasist in July 1861, “is the task assigned to woman. Who can ele- 
vate its dignity? Not,” the paper observed pointedly, “to make laws, not to lead ar- 
mies, not to govern empires; but to form those by whom laws are made, armies led 

. . to soften firmness into mercy, and chasten honor into refinement.”7 
But many Southern women, especially those from the slave-owning classes most 

instrumental in bringing about secession, were to find that a meager and unsatisfac- 
tory allotment of responsibility. As one woman remarked while watching the men 
of her community march off to battle, “We who stay behind may find it harder than 

6 A popular work, dedicated by its author as a “monument” to female contributions to the Southern Cause, 
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“The House-Iops in Charleston during the Bombardment of Sumter” 
— Harper's Weekly. 

Reproduced from Harper's Weekly, May 4, 1861. 

they who go. They will have new scenes and constant excitement to buoy them up 
and the consciousness of duty done.” Another felt herself “like a pent-up volcano. 
I wish I had a field for my energies . . . now that there is. . . real tragedy, real ro- 
mance and history weaving every day, I suffer, suffer, leading the life I do.” Events
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once confined to books now seemed to be taking place all around them, and they 
were eager to act out their designated part. “The war is certainly ours as well as that 
of the men,” one woman jealously proclaimed.* 

In the spring and summer of 1861, many articulate middle- and upper-class 
women sought active means of expressing their commitment, ones that placed less 
emphasis than had the Augusta Constitutionalist on what they might not do but 
instead drew them into the frenzy of military preparation. As recruits drilled and 
bivouacked, women found outlet for their energies sewing countless flags, uniforms, 
and even underwear for departing units; penning patriotic songs and verse; submit- 
ting dozens of designs for the national flag to the Confederate Congress; faising 
money as Ladies Gunboat Societies, forming more than a thousand relief associa- 
tions actoss the new nation; and sponsoring dramatic performances to benefit sol- 
diets, particularly tableaux representing historic and literary themes. “I feel quite 
important,” one lady observed with some amazement after an evening of such scenes 
raised a substantial amount of money for Virginia troops.° 

That declaration of importance was in marked and self-conscious conttast to the 
feelings of purposelessness that appeared frequently in letters and diaries written 
by women of the master class. “Useless” was a dread epithet, repeatedly directed 
by Confederate women against themselves as they contemplated the very clear and 
honored role war offered men. “We young ladies are all so. . . useless,” bewailed 
Sarah Wadley of Louisiana. “There are none so . . . useless as I,” complained 
Amanda Chappelear of Virginia. “If only I could be of some use to our poor stricken 
country,” wrote a young Louisiana girl to a friend in Tennessee, while Emma Holmes 
of Charleston sought escape from her “aimless existence.” “What is the use of all 
these worthless women, in war times?” demanded Sarah Dawson. “I don’t know how 
to be useful,” another Virginia woman worried. 

Some women translated these feelings into a related, yet more striking expression 
of discontent. Without directly challenging women’s prescribed roles, they never- 
theless longed for a magical personal deliverance from gender constraints by im- 
agining themselves men. Some few actually disguised themselves and fought in the 

® Sarah Katherine Stone, Brokenburn: The Journal of Kate Stone, 1861-1868, ed. John Q. Anderson (Baton 
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(Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill). 
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Freeman, The South to Posterity: An Introduction to the Writings of Confederate History (New York, 1939), 152.
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Confederate army, but far more widespread was the wish that preceded such dra- 
matic and atypical action. “Would God I were a man,” exclaimed Elizabeth Collier. 

“How I wish I was a man!” seconded Emma Walton. “I do sometimes long to be 
a man,’ confessed Sallie Munford. Such speculation represented a recognition of 
discontent new to most Confederate women. Directed into the world of fantasy 
rather than toward any specific reform program, such desires affirmed the status quo, 
yet at the same time, they represented a potential threat to existing gender assump- 
tions.!! 

Without directly acknowledging such frustrations, Confederate public discussion 
of women’s roles sought to deal with this incipient dissatisfaction by specifying ac- 
tive contributions women might make to the Southern Cause and by valorizing their 
passive waiting and sacrifice as highly purposeful. Confederate ideology construed 
women’s suffering, not as an incidental by-product of men’s wartime activities, 
but as an important and honored undertaking. In a popular Confederate novel 
aptly entitled The Trials of a Soldier's Wife, the heroine explained to her husband, 
“Woman can only show her devotion by suffering, and though I cannot struggle with 
you on the battle-field, in suffering as I have done, I feel it has been for our holy 

cause.”!2 
Public treatments of woman’s patriotism soon broadened her accepted spiritual 

responsiblities to encompass wartime morale. “The time has come,” Leila W. wrote 

in the Southern Monthly of October 1861, “when woman should direct into the 
right channel the greater power which she possesses in giving tone to public senti- 
ment and morals, and shaping national character and national destiny.’ Moral ser- 
vice to God would now be paralleled by morale service to the state. Southern 
women, the Mobile Evening News concluded, held the “principal creation and 
direction” of Confederate public opinion “in their hands.” The Natchez Weekly 
Courier assured the “Women of the South,” that “the destinies of the Southern Con- 

federacy” rested “in your control.” 
Women thus became acknowledged creators and custodians of public as well as 

domestic culture in the wartime South, exercising their power over communal senti- 
ment in a vatiety of ways. They filled the pages of newspapers and periodicals with 
patriotic stories and verse and, perhaps even more important, composed many of 
the songs that served as the central medium of public wartime expression and con- 
stituted the most substantial publishing effort of the war. With men preoccupied 
by military affairs, magazines such as the Southern Literary Messenger eagetly 

1 Elizabeth Collier Diary, April 11, 1862 (Southern Historical Collection); Emma Walton to J. B. Walton, May 
12, July 15, 1863 (Historic New Orleans Collection, New Orleans, La.); Sallie Munford, quoted in Freeman, South 
to Posterity, 109; Dawson, Confederate Girl's Diary, ed. Robertson, 318. For an example of a Southern woman 
disguising herself as a man, see J. M. Fain to E. Fain, Dec. 10, 1861, Huldah Annie Briant Collection (Manuscript 
Division, William R. Perkins Library); and Annie Samuels et al. to James Seddon, Dec. 2, 1864, Letters Received, 
Confederate Secretary of War, RG 109, microfilm 437, reel 122, B692 (National Archives). For an extended fictional 
treatment, see Brown, High Hearts. 

12 Alexander St. Clair Abrams, The Trials of a Soldier's Wife: A Tale of the Second American Revolution (At- 
lanta, 1864), 165. 

13 Leila W., “Woman a Patriot,” Southern Monthly, 1 (Oct. 1861), 115; Mobile Evening News, Jan. 25, 1864; 
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A Southern woman places a havelock—a linen cap popular during the early months of the 
war—on a Confederate soldier. Watercolor entitled Eguipment by Confederate veteran 

William Ludwell Sheppard. Courtesy Eleanor S. Brockenbrough Library, 
The Museum of the Confederacy, Richmond, Virginia. 
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sought contributions from women writers and struggled to evaluate the torrents of 

unsolicited poetry with which patriotic ladies flooded their offices.14 

But the escalating demand for troops after the bloody battle of Manassas in July 

1861 offered women a new tole to play. Here their patriotism and moral influence 

began to assume a mote personal dimension, foreshadowing demands to be made 

of them as the conflict intensified. And this contribution involved women from a 

much wider social spectrum than had many of the earlier, largely middle- to uppet- 

class efforts of ladies’ societies and lady authors. Military manpower needs from the 

fall of 1861 onward required a rationalization of female sacrifice and a silencing of 

women’s direct interest in protecting husbands and sons. The nineteenth-century 

creed of domesticity had long urged self-denial and setvice to others as central to 

woman’s mission. But war necessitated significant alterations, even perversions, of 

this system of meaning; women’s self-sacrifice for personally significant others— 

husbands, brothers, sons, family—was transformed into sacrifice of those individ- 

uals to an abstract and intangible “Cause.” 

The effective redefinition of women’s sacrifice from an emphasis on protection 

of family to a requirement for relinquishment of family was problematic enough 

to occupy a significant portion of Confederate discourse on gender. Songs, plays, 

poems, even official presidential pronouncements sought to enlist women of all 

classes in the work of filling the ranks. One popular theme inverted Lysistrata, 

urging young women to bestow theit favors only on men in uniform. In a much- 

reprinted song, a male songwriter assumed a female voice to proclaim, “I want to 

change my name.” This fictionalized heroine was searching for a husband, 

But he must be a soldier 

A veteran from the wats, 

One who has fought for “Southern Rights” 

Beneath the Bars and Stars> 

“None but the brave deserve the fair,” a letter from “MANY LADIES” to the Char/es- 

ton Daily Courier warned cowards and slackers in August 1861. Even Jefferson Davis 

addressed the question of ladies’ appropriate marital choice, declaring the empty 

sleeve of the mutilated veteran preferable to the “muscular arm” of “him who staid 

at home and grew fat.” 

One song published early in the war acknowledged the conflict between woman’s 

traditional tole and the new demands on her. From “stately hall” to “cottage fair,” 

every woman, rich or poor, was confronted by her own “stormy battle,” raging within 

her breast. 

There Love, the true, the brave, 

The beautiful, the strong, 

14 Mary B, Clarke to Macfarlane and Fergusson, Sept. 21, 1861, Macfarlane and Fergusson Papers (Virginia His- 

torical Society); Augusta Weekly Constitutionalist, Oct. 16, 1861. 

15 Theodore von La Hache, I Would Like to Change My Name: A Favorite Encore Song (Augusta, Ga., 1863). 

16 Charleston Daily Courier. Aug. 15, 1861; Davis quoted in unidentified newspaper clipping in George Bagby 

Scrapbook, vol. 2, p. 128, George Bagby Papers (Virginia Historical Society).
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Wrestles with Duty, gaunt and stern— 
Wrestles and struggles long.7 

But, like male songwriters who addressed that theme, the “Soldier’s Wife” who 
had penned the lyrics was certain that women would win their own “heart victories” 
over themselves and in their “proudest triumphs” send their menfolk off to war. Stit- 
ting popular marches captured the very scene of parting, with men striding nobly 
into the horizon, while women just as nobly waved handkerchiefs and cheered theit 
departure. “Go fight for us, we'll pray for you./Our mothers did so before us.” 
Popular songs and poems urged women to abandon not just interest but also senti- 
ment, repressing their feelings lest they weaken soldiers’ necessary resolve. One 
graphic, even gruesome, ballad entitled “The Dead” portrayed a boy “oozing blood” 
on the battlefield as in his dying breath he insisted, 

Tell my sister and my mother 

Not to weep, but learn to smother 
Each sigh and loving tear® 

A poem published in the Richmond Record in September 1863 elevated such 
repression of emotion into woman's highest duty. “The maid who binds her warrior’s 
sash/ And smiling, all her pain dissembles,” “The mother who conceals her grief” 
had “shed as sacred blood as e’er/ was poured upon the plain of battle” Not only 
was she to sacrifice husband, brother, or son, woman was to give up feeling as well. 
As a Virginia woman diarist remarked, “we must learn the lesson which so many 
have to endure—to struggle against our feelings.” But “tis a hard struggle for me 
sometimes,” she admitted 29 

Much of Confederate discouise negated the legitimacy of that emotional struggle 
by denying its reality altogether. Women, one newpaper proclaimed, had been 
offered a “glorious privilege” in the opportunity to contribute to the Cause by 
offering up their men. Any lingering resistance, the logic of the essay implied, 
should be overcome by the far greater— because transcendent — satisfaction of par- 
ticipation in the birth of a new nation. 

Yet popular expressions often acknowledged women’s doubts in an effort to dispel 
them. A newspaper poem, “I’ve Kissed Him and Let Him Go,” was among the 
frankest of such treatments. 

There is some, I know, who feel a strange pride 
In giving their country their all, 

Who count it a glory that boys from their side 
In the strife are ready to fall, 

But I sitting here have no pride in my heart; 
(God forgive that this should be so!) 

7 “Heart Victories,” in Songs of the South (Richmond, 1862), 68-69. 
8 “Our Mothers Did So before Us,” iéi¢., 70-71; “The Dead,” sbid., 47-48. 

19 Record of News, History and Literature, Sept. 3, 1863, 105; Chappelear Diary, May 19, 1862. 
20 Charleston Daily Courter, Aug. 19, 1861.
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For the boy that I love the tears will still start. 
Yet I’ve kissed him, and let him go.?1 

Best was to feel right, so dedicated to the Cause that personal interest all but 
disappeared. Next best was to stifle lingering personal feeling. But the minimal te- 
quirement was to silence doubt and behave ptoperly, even if right feeling proved 
unattainable. 

There is considerable evidence that women of all social levels acted in accordance 
with these principles in the early months of conflict. Wartime gender prescriptions 
wete so clear to a group of young ladies in Texas that they sent hoopskirts and 
bonnets to all the young men who remained at home. Other women comprehended 
the message well enough but, even early in the conflict, embraced it reluctantly. 
“Oh, how I do hate to give him up,” a Louisiana woman sighed, but “I suppose I 
have to be a martyr during this war.’22 

And propelling men into the army was only the beginning. Once soldiers had 
enlisted, women were to help keep them in the ranks, The silencing of feeling and 
self-interest was to continue. “DON’T WRITE GLOOMY LETTERS,’ watned the 
Huntsville Democrat. Some women, noted an 1862 cotrespondent to the Georgia 
Countryman, seemed to be giving “up too easily. Some of them write very 
desponding letters to the soldiers. This is wrong. I am not surprised at their feeling 
badly; but they should not write gloomy letters,” which would cause soldiers to “lose 
confidence in themselves.”23 

From the outset, the home front was acknowledged to exert significant control 
over military morale. And as the conflict wore on and desertions and disaffection 
incteased, the connection became clearer, Women must do more than send their 
men to battle. When men deserted, women were to demonstrate that devotion to 
the Cause had primacy over personal commitments to husbands or sons. The 
Richmond Enquirer appealed directly “to the women to aid us in this crisis. None 
have so momentous an interest; and none, as we firmly believe, wield so much 
power. .. . They know those stragglers, one by one, and where they are to be found. 
They, the mothers and the sisters, may, if they will, be a conscript guard impossible 
to be evaded. They know whose furloughs are out, whose wounds are healed, who 
are lingering idly about . . . philandering and making love. . . . Will not the women 
help us, then?”24 

As the character of the war changed, so did public considerations of woman's 
place in it. Early discussions struggled to define some positive contribution women 
might make, some outlet for the patriotism that especially characterized women of 
the slave-owning classes. But the growing scale of the conflict transformed a thetoric 
that tended to patronize women into one that implored them to make essential and 

21 “T've Kissed Him and Let Him Go,” in clipping in George Bagby Scrapbook, vol. 5, p. 99, Bagby Papers, 
» J. M. Fain to Huldah Fain Briant, May 19, 1862, Briant Papers; Priscilla Munnikhuysen Bond Diary, June 

29, 1862 (Hill Memorial Library, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge). 
> Huntsville Democrat, Aug. 21, 1861; Countryman, March 18, 1862. 
24 Richmond Datly Enquirer, Aug. 5, 1863. One in eight Confederate soldiers deserted, as contrasted with one 

in ten from the North. Vinovskis, “Have Social Historians Lost the Civil War?” 41.


