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Altars of Sacrifice: Confederate
Women and the Narratives of War

Drew Gilpin Faust
It is the men, Hector tells Andromache in the sixth book of the Iliad, who "must
see to the fighting."Fromancient historyto our own time, warhas centeredon 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 traditional roles has been the effort to barwomen from combat. Yet warhas often introduced women to unaccustomed responsibilitiesand unprecedented, even if temporary,enhancements of power.Warhas been a preeminently "gendering"activity,
casting thought about sex differencesinto sharprelief 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 reassertionand reconsiderationof gender assumptions.Earlyin the conflict,
LouisianianJulia Le Grand observed that "we are leading the lives which women
have led since Troyfell."Yetbecausethe Civil Warwasfundamentallydifferentfrom
those that had preceded it, the place of women in that conflict stimulated especially
significant examination and discussion of women's appropriate relationship to
war-and thus to society in general. Often designated the first "modern"or total
war because of the involvement of entire populations in its terrible work of death,
the Civil War required an extraordinarylevel of female participation. This was a
conflict in which the "home front" had a newly important role in generating mass
armiesand keeping them in the field. Particularlyin the South, where human and
materialresourceswere stretchedto the utmost, the conflict demanded the mobilization of women, not for battle, but for civilian support servicessuch as nursing,
textile and clothing production, munitions and government office work, slave
management, and even agriculture.Yet white Southern women, unlike their men,
Drew Gilpin Faust is Stanley I. Sheerr Professorof History at the Universityof Pennsylvania.She would like to
thank John Boles, Anne Boylan, Evelyn Brooks, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese,Eugene Genovese, Steven Hahn, Jacquelyn Hall, LynnHunt, MichaelJohnson,Anne GoodwynJones, MaryKelley,Linda Kerber,Stephanie McCurry,
James McPherson,Reid Mitchell, Sharon O'Brien, Philip Racine, Janice Radway,Armstead Robinson, Charles
Rosenberg,BarryShank, and David Thelen for their acute criticismsand helpful suggestions, many of which she
admits to having been foolhardy enough to ignore.
1 Homer, TheIliad of Homer, trans. Richmond Lattimore(Chicago, 1951), 166. MargaretRandolph Higonnet
et al., eds., Behindthe Lines:Genderandthe TwoWorldWa'rs
(New Haven, 1987), 4. See alsoJean Bethke Elshtain,
Womenand War(New York, 1987); and Eric Leed, No Man'sLand. Combat and Identity in World WarI (New
York, 1979).
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were not conscriptedby law. They had to be enlisted by persuasion. The resulting
discourseabout woman'splace in Confederatesociety representedthe rhetoricalattempt to create a hegemonic ideology of female patriotism and sacrifice.2
Articulate Southerners,male and female, crafted an exemplarynarrativeabout
the Confederatewoman'sCivil War,a story designed to ensure her loyaltyand service. As in the tales of warenshrinedin Westernliteraturefrom Homer to SirWalter
Scott, its plot recounted woman'sheroic self-sacrifice,casting it as indispensable to
the moral, political, and militarytriumph of her men and her country.The historian
John Keegan has compellingly described the way in which the "battle piece," the
highly conventionalizedand heroic account of combat, has shaped men's expectations and experiencesof war. But women have been no less influenced by a genre
of female "warstories,"intended to socialize them through accounts of their foremothers' deeds. The conventional designation of all women as noncombatants inevitably enhances the wartime significanceof gender as a social category,as well as
a structureof self-definition. The focus of Confederatepublic discourseon a "classless"white woman reinforcedthe privileging of female identity. Usually cast in the
homogeneous singular,the "woman"who sharedwith her sistersrich and poor the
experience of sacrificingmen to battle represented a useful rhetoricalconvention
within a Confederateideology strugglingto minimize the classdivisions that might
threaten national survival.At the same time that Confederatediscourse appealed
to a new and recognizablecommonalitywidely sharedby white Southernwomen whose husbands or sons were nearly three times as likely to die as were their
Northern counterparts- it promoted the notion of an archetypal "Confederate
woman"as a form of false consciousnessobscuringsocial and economic differences
among the new nation's female citizens. Ultimately, the focus of Confederate
ideology on female self-abnegationand sacrificeas ends in themselveswould alienate many women from that rendition of their interests, from the war, and in many
cases, from the Confederacyitself. Ideology and its failuresplayed a criticalrole in
shaping the relationship of women to the Southern Cause and in defining Confederateviability.In recentyearsscholarshave answeredthe historiographicalperennial, "whythe South lost the Civil War,"by emphasizing deficiencies in Southern
morale. Almost all such argumentsstressthe importanceof classconflict, especially
growing yeoman dissent, in undermining the Southern Cause. Yet with a white civilian population that was overwhelminglyfemale and that bore an unprecedented
2Julia Ellen (Le Grand) Waitz, TheJournal ofjulia Le Grand, New Orleans, 1862-1863, ed. Kate Mason
Rowlandand Mrs. MorrisL. Croxall(Richmond, 1911), 52. The special experience of Confederatewomen arose
both from the newness of the kind of combat the Civil Warproduced and from the growing scarcityof Southern
resources.Forcomparisons,see Claudia Koonz, Mothersin the Fatherland. Women, the Family,and Nazi Politics
(New York, 1987); Higonnet et al., eds., Behind the Lines;Joan Hoff Wilson, "The Illusion of Change: Women
and the AmericanRevolution:'in The American Revolution:Explorationsin the History ofAmerican Radicalism,
ed. Alfred E Young (DeKalb, 1976), 383-446; Linda K. Kerber, Womenof the Republic: Intellect and Ideology
in RevolutionaryAmerica (Chapel Hill, 1980); Mary Beth Norton, Liberty's Daughters: The Revolutionary
ExperienceofAmerican Women, 1750-1800 (Boston, 1980); and D'Ann Campbell, Womenat Warwith America:
Private Lives in a PatrioticEra (Cambridge, Mass., 1984). On Northern women during the Civil War, see Philip
Shaw Paludan, A People's Contest: The Union and the Civil Wa, 1861-1865 (New York, 1988), 156-60, 182-83,
327-30.
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This monument to the women of the Confederacywas erected in front of the state capitol
in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1904 by the United Confederate Veteransand the state of
Mississippi at the cost of $20,000 and bears the inscription:
"ToOur Mothers, Our Wives, Our Daughters, Our Sisters
Courtesy MfississippiDepartment of Archives & History, Special Collections Section.
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responsibilityfor the war'soutcome, we must not ignore gender as a factor in explaining Confederate defeat.3
To.suggestthat Southern women in any way subvertedthe Confederateeffort is
to challenge a more than century-old legend of female sacrifice.The story of Confederate women's unflinching loyalty originated during the war and first found
official expressionin legislative resolutions offered by Confederateleaders to mark
the contributions of female citizens. The Confederate Congress established the
model in a declarationof gratitude passed in April 1862; the gesturewas replicated
in proclamations like that of the Mississippi legislature in 1863 thanking the
"mothers,wives, sistersand daughtersof this State"for their "ardentdevotion ...
After Appomattox this hortatorynarrativeof feunremitting laborsand sacrifices."4
male dedication was physicallyrealized in monuments to wives and mothers of the
Confederacyand incorporatedinto scholarlyliterature on women and the war as
conventional historical truth. Even the titles of scholarly works, such as Mary
Elizabeth Massey'sBonnet Brigardes,published in 1966 as part of the Civil Warcentennial, or H. E. Sterkx'smore recent Partnersin Rebellion: Alabama Women in
the Civil War,communicate the image of Southernwomen fighting alongside their
men. The same vision had a century earlierinspired Henry Timrod, poet laureate
of the Confederacy,to entitle his wartime ode to Confederateladies "TwoArmies."
Praisingwomen's contributions in caring for the sick, plying the "needle and the
loom,"and "bya thousand peaceful deeds" supplying "astruggling nation'sneeds,"
Timrod promised women equal glory with the war'smilitary heroes.
When Heaven shall blow the trump of peace,
And bid this weary warfarecease,
Their severalmissions nobly done,
The triumph grasped, the freedom won,
Both armies, from their toils at rest,
Alike may claim the victor'screst.5
3John Keegan, TheFaceof Battle (New York,1977). Fora similarideological use of the "hegemonyof gender,"
see Christine Stansell, City of Women:Sex and Classin New York,1789-1860 (New York, 1986). On yeoman dissent, see Paul D. Escott,After Secession:JeffersonDavis and the Failureof ConfederateNationalism (Baton Rouge,
1978);and PaulD. Escott, "TheCryof the Sufferers:The Problemof Welfarein the Confederacy,"Civil WarHistory,
23 (Sept. 1977), 228-40. On the history and historiographyof Confederatemorale, see RichardE. Beringeret al.,
Why the South Lost the Civil War(Athens, Ga., 1986); and Drew Gilpin Faust, The Creation of Confederate
Nationalism: Ideology and Identity in the Civil WarSouth (Baton Rouge, 1988). On the greatervulnerabilityof
Southern men, see MarisVinovskis,"HaveSocial HistoriansLost the Civil War?Some PreliminaryDemographic
Speculations,"Journal of American History, 76 (June 1989), 39.
4 "Resolutionsof Thanks,"in The Messagesand Papers ofjefferson Davis and the Confederacy, 1861-1865,
comp. James D. Richardson(2 vols., New York, 1981), I, 176; Laws of the State of Mississippi,passed at a called
andregularsessionofthe MississippiLegislature.Held inJacksonand Columbus, Dec. 1862 andNov. 1863. (Selma,
1864), 226.
5 An important departure from the celebratory historiographicaltradition is George C. Rable, Civil Wars:
Womenand the Crisisof Southern Nationalism (Urbana, 1989). Monuments to Confederatewomen wereplanned
in Mississippi,North Carolina,South Carolina,Arkansas,Tennessee,and Florida.See also Gaines M. Foster,Ghosts
of the Confederacy:Defeat, the Lost Cause,and the Emergenceof the New South, 1865 to 1913 (New York,1987),
175-79; and J. L. Underwood, The Women of the Confederacy(n.p., 1906); Mary Elizabeth Massey,Bonnet
Brigades (New York, 1966); H. E. Sterkx,Partnersin Rebellion: Alabama Womenin the Civil War(Rutherford,
1970). For the poem by Henry Timrod, see H. M. Wharton, WarSongs and Poems of the Southern Confederacy,
1861-1865 (Philadelphia, 1904), 215. For the notion of "two armies,"see CharlestonDaily Courier,Nov. 28, 1861.
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The tenacity of such a rendition of Southern women'swartime role- its survival
from Confederatemyth into twentieth-centuryhistoriography- is less curiousthan
at first it seems. Confederateversionsoriginated so early in the conflict as to have
been necessarilyprescriptiveratherthan descriptive.This wasnot simply a story,but
an ideology intended to direct Southern women, to outline appropriatebehavior
in the abruptlyaltered wartime situation. The flattery,the honorific nature of this
discourse,was central to its rhetoricalforce. And the deference to women'simportance ensured the survivalof the narrativeand its evolution into historicalinterpretation. Ironically,it fit neatly with an emergent twentieth-centuryfeminist historiographyeager to explorewomen'scontributionsto past events previouslyportrayed
from an exclusivelymale point of view. Yet the passageof women'shistory beyond
its earlier celebratory phase and the adoption of more critical and analytic approaches to female experiencemay enable us at last to see the story as the fiction
it largely is, to explore its development, political origins, and rhetoricalpurposes
and thus to understand how it shaped Confederatewomen's wartime lives.6
With the outbreakof hostilities in early 1861, public discoursein the Confederacy
quicklyacknowledgedthat warhad a specialmeaning for white females. The earliest
discussionsof the Confederatewoman in newspapersand periodicalssought to engage her in the wareffort by stressingthe relevanceof her accustomedspiritualrole.
The defense of moral order, conventionally allocated to females by nineteenthcentury bourgeoisideology, took on increasedimportanceas war'ssocial disruptions
threatened ethical and spiritual dislocations as well. "Canyou imagine,"asked the
magazine Southern Field and Fireside,"whatwould be the moral condition of the
Confederatearmyin six months" without women's influence? What but a woman
"makesthe Confederatesoldier a gentleman of honor, courage, virtue and truth,
instead of a cut-throat and vagabond?""Great indeed," confirmed the Augusta
WeeklyConstitutionalistinJuly 1861, "is the task assigned to woman. Who can elevate its dignity?Not," the paper observedpointedly, "to make laws, not to lead armies, not to governempires; but to form those by whom laws are made, armiesled
. . . to soften firmness into mercy, and chasten honor into refinement."7
But many Southern women, especially those from the slave-owningclassesmost
instrumentalin bringing about secession,wereto find that a meager and unsatisfactory allotment of responsibility.As one woman remarkedwhile watching the men
of her community marchoff to battle, "Wewho stay behind may find it harderthan
6 A popular work, dedicated by its author as a "monument" to female contributions to the Southern Cause,
is Rita Mae Brown, High Hearts (New York, 1986). For a more scholarlyconsideration, see Janet E. Kaufmann,
"'Under the Petticoat Flag': Women Soldiers in the Confederate Army,"Southern Studies, 23 (Winter 1984),
363-75. Forexamplesof the new women'shistoriography,see Nancy A. Hewitt, "Beyondthe Searchfor Sisterhood:
AmericanWomen'sHistoryin the 1980s,"SocialHistory, 10 (Oct. 1985), 299-321; ElizabethFox-Genovese,Within
the Plantation Household. Black and White Women of the Old South (Chapel Hill, 1988);Joan Wallach Scott,
Gender and the Politics of History (New York, 1988); Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland;and Nancy MacLean,
"Behindthe Maskof Chivalry:Gender, Race,and Classin the Makingof the Ku Klux Klan of the 1920sin Georgia"
(Ph.D. diss., Universityof Wisconsin, Madison, 1989).
7 "EducatedWoman-In Peace and War,"Southern Field and Fireside, April 11, 1863; Augusta WeeklyConsitutionalist,July 17, 1861.
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in Charlestonduringthe Bombardmentof Sumter"
"TheHouse-Tops
-Harper'sWeekh/
Reproducedftom Harper'sWeek/yMay4, 1861.

they who go. Theywill havenew scenesand constantexcitementto buoy them up
and the consciousnessof duty done."Anotherfelt herself"likea pent-up volcano.
I wish I had a field for my energies...

now that there i...

real tragedy, real ro-

manceand historyweavingeveryday,I suffer,suffer,leadingthe 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. "Thewaris certainlyours as well as that
of the men," one woman jealously proclaimed.8
In the spring and summer of 1861, many articulate middle- and upper-class
women sought active means of expressingtheir commitment, ones that placed less
emphasis than had the Augusta Constitutionaliston what they might not do but
instead drew them into the frenzy of military preparation.As recruitsdrilled and
bivouacked,women found outlet for their energiessewing countlessflags, uniforms,
and even underwearfor departing units; penning patrioticsongs and verse;submitting dozens of designs for the national flag to the Confederate Congress;raising
money as Ladies Gunboat Societies, forming more than a thousand relief associations acrossthe new nation; and sponsoring dramaticperformancesto benefit soldiers, particularlytableaux representinghistoric and literarythemes. "I feel quite
important,"one lady observedwith some amazement afteran evening of such scenes
raised a substantial amount of money for Virginia troops.9
That declarationof importance was in markedand self-consciouscontrastto the
feelings of purposelessnessthat appeared frequently in letters and diaries written
by women of the master class. "Useless"was a dread epithet, repeatedly directed
by Confederatewomen 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 Chappelearof Virginia. "Ifonly I could be of some use to our poor stricken
country,"wrote a young Louisianagirl to a friend in Tennessee,while Emma Holmes
of Charlestonsought escape from her "aimlessexistence.""What is the use of all
these worthlesswomen, in wartimes?"demanded SarahDawson. "Idon't knowhow
to be useful," another Virginia woman worried-lo
Some women translatedthese feelings into a related, yet more strikingexpression
of discontent. Without directly challenging women's prescribedroles, they nevertheless longed for a magical personal deliverancefrom gender constraintsby imagining themselvesmen. Some few actuallydisguised themselvesand fought in the
8 SarahKatherine Stone, Brokenburn: TheJournal of Kate Stone, 1861-1868, ed. John Q. Anderson (Baton
Rouge, 1955),17;Julia Le Grandto Mrs.ShepherdBrown,Nov. 17,1862, injournalofluliaLe Grand,ed. Rowland
and Croxall, 52-53; Kate Cumming, Kate: TheJournal of a ConfederateNurse, ed. RichardBarksdaleHarwell
(Baton Rouge, 1959), 38-39. See also C. W. Dabney to "MyDear Brother,"May 1, 1861, CharlesW. Dabney Papers
(Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill).
9 FrancisButler SimkinsandJames Welch Patton, The WVomen
of the Confederacy(Richmond, 1936), 22; Clara
D. MacLeanDiary, Aug. 9, 1861 (ManuscriptDivision, William R. PerkinsLibrary,Duke University,Durham,
N.C.); GreenvilleLadiesAssociation Records(South CarolinianaLibrary,Universityof South Carolina,Columbia);
Ladies Relief Association, Spartanburg, 1861, ibid.
10SarahLoisWadleyDiary, Aug. 20, 1863 (Southern HistoricalCollection); Amanda ChappelearDiary, April
19, 1862 (Virginia HistoricalSociety, Richmond); Clara to "My dear FriendJesse,"May 4, 1863, WarrenOgden,
Collector, Miscellaneous Civil War Letters. (ManuscriptsSection, Special Collections Division, Howard-Tilton
MemorialLibrary,Tulane University,New Orleans, La.); The Diary of Miss Emma Holmes, 1861-1866, ed. John
F. Marsalek(Baton Rouge, 1979), 251, 323; Sarah Morgan Dawson, A Confederate Girl's Diary, ed. James I.
Robertson,Jr. (Bloomington, 1960), 119; Caroline Kean Hill Davis Diary, Feb. 13, 1865 (Virginia HistoricalSociety). See also MaryEliza Dulany Diary,June 10, 1862, ibid.; Cornelia McDonald, quoted in Douglas Southall
Freeman, The South to Posterity:An Introduction to the W'ritingsof ConfederateHistory (New York,1939), 152.
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Confederate army,but far more widespread was the wish that preceded such dramatic and atypicalaction. "WouldGod I were a man,"exclaimedElizabeth 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
ratherthan towardany specificreformprogram,such desiresaffirmedthe status quo,
yet at the same time, they representeda potential threat to existing gender assumptions."1

Without directlyacknowledgingsuch frustrations,Confederatepublic discussion
of women'sroles sought to deal with this incipient dissatisfactionby specifying active contributionswomen might make to the SouthernCauseand by valorizingtheir
passivewaiting and sacrificeas highly purposeful. Confederateideology 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 Trialsof a Soldier's Wzfe,the heroine explained to her husband,
"Womancan only show her devotion by suffering,and though I cannot strugglewith
you on the battle-field, in suffering as I have done, I feel it has been for our holy
cause."12

Public treatments of woman'spatriotism soon broadened her accepted spiritual
responsiblitiesto encompasswartimemorale. "The time has come,"Leila W. wrote
in the Southern Monthly of October 1861, "when woman should direct into the
right channel the greaterpower which she possessesin giving tone to public sentiment and morals, and shaping national characterand national destiny."Moralservice 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
Courierassuredthe "Womenof the South,"that "the destinies of the SouthernConfederacy"rested "in your control.'13
Women thus became acknowledgedcreatorsand custodians of public as well as
domestic culturein the wartimeSouth, exercisingtheir powerovercommunal sentiment in a varietyof ways.They filled the pages of newspapersand periodicalswith
patriotic stories and verse and, perhaps even more important, composed many of
the songs that served as the centralmedium of public wartimeexpressionand constituted the most substantial publishing effort of the war. With men preoccupied
by military affairs, magazines such as the Southern LiteraryMessenger eagerly
11Elizabeth Collier Diary,April 11, 1862 (Southern HistoricalCollection); Emma Walton toJ. B. Walton, May
12,July 15, 1863 (HistoricNew OrleansCollection, New Orleans,La.); Sallie Munford, quoted in Freeman,South
to Posterity, 109; Dawson, Confederate Girl'sDiary, ed. Robertson, 318. For an example of a Southern woman
disguising herself as a man, seeJ. M. Fain to E. Fain, Dec. 10, 1861, Huldah Annie BriantCollection (Manuscript
Division, William R. PerkinsLibrary);and Annie Samuels et al. toJames Seddon, Dec. 2, 1864, LettersReceived,
ConfederateSecretaryof War,RG 109, microfilm437, reel 122, B692 (National Archives).Foran extended fictional
treatment, see Brown, High Hearts.
12 AlexanderSt. Clair Abrams, The Trialsof a Soldier's Wi:fe:
A Taleof the Second American Revolution (Atlanta, 1864), 165.
13 Leila W., "Womana Patriot,"Southern Monthly, 1 (Oct. 1861), 115;Mobile Evening News, Jan. 25, 1864;
Natchez W/eeklyCourier, March 12, 1862. See also Faust, Creationof ConfederateNationalism.
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A Southernwoman places a havelock-a linen cap popular during the early months of the
war- on a Confederatesoldier. Watercolorentitled Equipment by Confederateveteran
Library,
William LudwellSheppard. CourtesyEleanorS. Brockenbmough
The Museum of the Confederacy,Richmond, Virginia.
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sought contributionsfrom women writersand struggled to evaluatethe torrentsof
unsolicited poetry with which patriotic ladies flooded their offices.14
But the escalatingdemand for troops after the bloody battle of Manassasin July
1861 offered women a new role to play. Here their patriotism and moral influence
began to assume a more personal dimension, foreshadowingdemands to be made
of them as the conflict intensified. And this contribution involved women from a
much wider social spectrumthan had many of the earlier,largelymiddle- to upperclasseffortsof ladies' societies and lady authors. Militarymanpowerneeds from the
fall of 1861 onwardrequired a rationalizationof female sacrificeand a silencing of
women's direct interest in protecting husbands and sons. The nineteenth-century
creed of domesticity had long urged self-denial and service to others as central to
woman'smission. But war necessitated significant alterations, even perversions,of
this system of meaning; women's self-sacrificefor personally significant othershusbands, brothers, sons, family-was transformedinto sacrificeof those individuals to an abstractand intangible "Cause."
The effective redefinition of women's sacrificefrom an emphasis on protection
of family to a requirement for relinquishment of family was problematic enough
to occupy a significant portion of Confederatediscourseon 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 their favorsonly on men in uniform. In a muchreprinted song, a male songwriterassumed 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 veteranfrom the wars,
One who has fought for "SouthernRights"
Beneaththe Barsand Stars."5
"None but the bravedeservethe fair,"a letter from "MANYLADIES"to the Charleston Daily Courierwarnedcowardsand slackersin August 1861.EvenJeffersonDavis
addressedthe question of ladies' appropriatemarital choice, declaring the empty
sleeve of the mutilated veteranpreferableto the "musculararm"of "him who staid
at home and grew fat."'16
One song published earlyin the waracknowledgedthe conflict between woman's
traditionalrole and the new demands on her. From "statelyhall" to "cottagefair,"
everywoman, rich or poor, wasconfrontedby her own "stormybattle,"ragingwithin
her breast.
ThereLove,the true, the brave,
The beautiful,the strong,
14 MaryB. Clarketo Macfarlaneand Fergusson,Sept. 21, 1861, Macfarlaneand FergussonPapers(VirginiaHistorical Society); AugustaoWeeklyConstitutionalist, Oct. 16, 1861.
15 Theodore von La Hache, I WouldLike to Change My Name: A FavoriteEncore Song (Augusta, Ga., 1863).
16 CharlestonDaily Courier.Aug. 15, 1861;Davis quoted in unidentified newspaperclipping in George Bagby
Scrapbook,vol. 2, p. 128, George Bagby Papers(Virginia Historical Society).
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Wrestles with Duty, gaunt and sternWrestles and struggles long.'7

But, like male songwriterswho addressedthat theme, the "Soldier'sWife" who
had penned the lyricswas certain that women would win their own "heartvictories"
overthemselvesand in their "proudesttriumphs"send their menfolk off to war.Stirring popular marchescaptured the very scene of parting, with men striding nobly
into the horizon, while women just as nobly wavedhandkerchiefsand cheered their
departure. "Go fight for us, we'll pray for you./Our mothers did so before us."
Popularsongs and poems urged women to abandon not just interest but also sentiment, repressing their feelings lest they weaken soldiers' necessary resolve. One
graphic,even gruesome, ballad entitled "TheDead" portrayeda boy "oozingblood"
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.18

A poem published in the RichmondRecordin September 1863 elevated such
repressionof emotion into woman'shighest duty. "Themaid 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 sacrificehusband, 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.19
Much of Confederatediscoursenegated the legitimacyof 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 overcomeby the far greater- because transcendent- satisfactionof participation in the birth of a new nation.20
Yetpopular expressionsoften acknowledgedwomen'sdoubts in an effortto 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!)

17

18
19

20

"Heart Victories,"in Songs of the South (Richmond, 1862), 68-69.
"Our Mothers Did So before Us," ibid., 70-71; "The Dead," ibid., 47-48.
Record of News, History and Literature,Sept. 3, 1863, 105; Chappelear Diary, May 19, 1862.
CharlestonDaily Courier, Aug. 19, 1861.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Confederate Women and the Narrativesof War

1211

For the boy that I love the tears will still start.
Yet I've kissed him, and let him go.2'

Best was to feel right, so dedicated to the Cause that personal interest all but
disappeared.Next best was to stifle lingering personalfeeling. But the minimal requirement was to silence doubt and behave properly,even if right feeling proved
unattainable.
There is considerableevidence that women of all social levels acted in accordance
with these principles in the earlymonths of conflict. Wartimegender prescriptions
were so clear to a group of young ladies in Texasthat they sent hoopskirts and
bonnets to all the young men who remainedat 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 Louisianawoman 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, warned the
Huntsville Democrat. Some women, noted an 1862 correspondentto 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 surprisedat their feeling
badly; but they should not write gloomy letters,"which would cause soldiersto "lose
confidence in themselves."23
From the outset, the home front was acknowledgedto exert significant control
over military morale. And as the conflict wore on and desertions and disaffection
increased, 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 Enquirerappealed 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 conscriptguard impossible
to be evaded. They know whose furloughs are out, whose wounds are healed, who
arelingering idly about ... philandering and making love.... Will not the women
help us, then?"24

As the characterof the war changed, so did public considerationsof woman's
place in it. Earlydiscussionsstruggled to define some positive contributionwomen
might make, some outlet for the patriotism that especially characterizedwomen of
the slave-owningclasses.But the growingscale of the conflict transformeda rhetoric
that tended to patronizewomen into one that implored them to make essentialand
"I'veKissed Him and Let Him Go," in clipping in George Bagby Scrapbook,vol. 5, p. 99, Bagby Papers.
M. Fain to Huldah Fain Briant, May 19, 1862, Briant Papers;PriscillaMunnikhuysenBond Diary,June
29, 1862 (Hill MemorialLibrary,LouisianaState University,Baton Rouge).
23 Huntsville Democrat, Aug. 21, 1861; Countryman, March 18, 1862.
24
RichmondDaily Enquirer,Aug. 5, 1863. One in eight Confederatesoldiersdeserted, as contrastedwith one
in ten from the North. Vinovskis, "Have Social Historians Lost the Civil War?"41.
21

22

J.
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increasingsacrificesfor the Cause. As the ReverendR. W. Barnwellemphasized in
an addressto the LadiesClothing Association of Charleston,"WITHOUT YOU, THIS
WARCOULDNOT HAVEBEEN CARRIEDON, FORTHE GOVERNMENTWASNOT PREPARED

TOMEETALLTHATWASTHROWNUPON IT."Beginning with the rising toll of battle
deaths, the reality of the demands on women-the reality of war itself- intruded
unremittingly not just on women'slives but on the stylized narrativecreatedabout
them. Experience began to challenge the assumptions sustaining their early sacrifices.25

Fromthe perspectiveof 1865, the firstmonths of the conflictwould come to seem
an age of innocence, a time, as one Virginiamatron put it, "whenwe wereplaying
at war."Stories of military history and romance began to pall in face of the unrelenting pressuresof real war. In mid-1862 a Virginia girl answeredin verse her
cousin's inquiry, "If I had found enough romance in this War":
Yes, wild and thrilling scenes have held
A joyous sway upon my heart,
But what a dread romance is this,
To fill in life so sad a part.
Slighter changes oft have thrilled
My Spirit'sgay and gladening song.
But this plaug'd [plagued], horrid, awful War
Hasproved to me romance too long.26

Much of the shift in women's perceptions of the war arose from the everexpanding dimensions of required sacrifice.The need for military manpowerwas
unrelenting, until by the end of the war, three-fourthsof white Southern men of
military age had served in the army and at least half of those soldiers had been
wounded, captured, or killed, or had died of disease. This left almost everywhite
woman in the South with a close relativeinjured, missing, or dead. But women had
to sacrificemore than just their men. Firstluxuries,then necessitieswereto be relinquished for the Cause. "Fold away all your bright tinted dresses....

No more deli-

cate gloves, no more laces,"one poem urged. Women "taketheir diamonds from
their breast/ And their rubies from the finger, oh!" a song proclaimed. A Virginia
lady later reminisced that in the summer of 1861 she felt "intensely patriotic and
self-sacrificing"when she resolved to give up ice creams and cakes. This, she
remarkedwith some irony, "we called putting our tables on a warfooting." By the
next year, meat and grain had begun to disappearfrom many plates, and by 1864
one ConfederateofficialinformedJeffersonDavis that in Alabama, at least, civilian
"deathsfrom starvationhave absolutely occurred."In face of such realities, a Richmond periodicalstruggled to reassurethe region'swomen and revalidatethe notion
of sacrifice:

25
26

Barnwellquoted in Diary of Miss Emma Holmes, ed. Marsalek, 101-2.
MargaretBeckwithReminiscences,vol. 2, p. 10 (VirginiaHistoricalSociety); ChappelearDiary,July 2, 1862.
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But e'en if you drop down unheeded,
What matter? God's ways are the best:
You have poured out your life where 'twasneeded,
And He will take care of the rest.27

An initial conception of wartimeself-denial as an enforcedseparationfrom loved
ones and the absenceof cakesand ice creamhad been transformedeven for the most
privileged women of the South into the possibility of starvationfor themselvesand
their families and the likelihood of death or injury for a husband or child.
Forwomen of the slave-owningclasses, the departureof husbands and sons and
the continuing pressuresof wartook on additional significance.The burden of slave
management, the designated responsiblityof male plantersand overseersbeforethe
conflict, now often devolved on women. The isolation of many plantation women
in rural areas populated overwhelmingly by blacks exacerbated white women's
dismay. Unsupervised slaves began to seem an insupportable threat. "I lay down
at night," Addie Harrisof Alabama complained, "&do not know what hour . . .
my house may [be] broken open & myself & children murdered.

. .

. My negroes

very often get to fighting."28
The slavesystem of the American South rested upon the realities of paternalistic
domination -upon the power of white males over both women and black slaves.
But the ideology of paternalismalwayspresumedreciprocalobligations between the
supposedly powerfuland the powerless.Both the rhetoricand the practiceof white
gender relationshad assignedpolitical and social controlto males in returnfor their
assumption of the duty to maintain social order, to exert effectivedominance over
potentially rebellious bondsmen. Protecting white women from threats posed by
the slave system upon which white male power rested was an inextricablepart of
planters'paternalisticresponsibility.Yetwhen mastersdeparted for militaryservice,
the Confederate government, as collective representation of slaveholders'power,
failed to provide adequate means to control plantation slaves. Under such circumstances,many Confederatemistressesfelt not only terrifiedbut also abandoned and
betrayed.Slavemanagement was a duty for which most women believed themselves
unsuited; they had not understood it to be in the domain allocated them by the
paternalisticsocial orderthey had long acceptedas naturaland right. As one woman
explained, she wassimply not "afit and properperson"to supervisebondsmen; another insisted she had not the "moralcourage"to governslaves."Theidea of a lady"
27Record of News, History and Literature,July 16, 1863, 37; "Slap-ByKlubs," in Songs of the South, 67;
Catherine Cochran Reminiscences,vol. 1 (Virginia Historical Society); U. S. War Department, The Warof the
Rebel/ion: A Compilation of the OfficialRecordsof the Union and ConfederateArmies (128 vols., Washington,
1880-1901), ser. 1, LII, pt. 2, p. 667-68. Statisticalinformation on the Confederatearmyis incomplete, and thus
casualtyestimatesnecessarilyinvolveguesswork.These figuresareJames M. McPherson'srevisions,made in a telephone conversationto Drew Gilpin Fauston Oct. 26, 1989, of numbers he offersin James M. McPherson,Ordeal
By Fire: The Civil WarandReconstruction(New York,1982), 18; andJames M. McPherson,Battle Cryof Freedom:
The Civil WarEra (New York, 1988), 471, 854. For his computations, McPhersonconsiders 18-40 to be effective
military age.
28 Addie Harristo G. W. Randolph, Oct. 29, 1862, LettersReceived, Confederate Secretaryof War,microfilm
437, reel 53, H1166.
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exercisingthe requiredcorporaldominance overslaves,Alice Palmerof South Carolina noted, "has alwaysbeen repugnant to me."29
The absence of white men accustomedto managing slavesand the disintegration
of slaveryunder the pressuresof growingblackassertivenessthus placed an unanticipated and unwanted burden on plantation mistresses, most of whom had never
questioned the moral or political legitimacy of the South'speculiarinstitution. But
in the new war-bornsituation, Confederatewomen could not indulge in the luxury
of considering slavery'smerits "in the abstract,"as its prewardefenders had urged,
nor unthinkingly reap its material rewards.Slavery'smeaning could not rest primarilyin the detached realmsof economics or politics, nor could white women any
longer accept it as an unexamined personal convenience.The emotional and physical cost of the system to slaveholding white women had dramaticallychanged.
Women now confronted all but overwhelmingday-to-dayresponsibilitiesthat they
regarded as not rightfully theirs, as well as fears that often came to outweigh any
tangible benefits they were receivingfrom the labor of increasinglyrecalcitrantand
rebellious slaves.
The war'smounting death toll dictated the emergence of yet another dimension
of female responsibility.While men at the front hurried their slain comradesinto
shallow graves, women at home endeavored to claim the bodies of dead relatives
and to accord them proper ceremonies of burial. Woman'srole was not simply to
make sacrificesherself but also to celebrate and sanctify the martyrdomof others.
In the Confederacymourning became a significant social, cultural, and spiritual
duty. Through rituals of public grief, personal loss could be redefined as transcendent communal gain. Women'stearsconsecratedthe deaths of their men, ensuring
their immortality in Southern memory as in the armsof God -and ratifying soldiers'individual martyrdom. Such deaths not only contributed to Confederatevictory but also exemplified the sacredconception of Christiansacrificewith which the
South had identified its nationalist effort.And in honoring men's supremeoffering,
women reminded themselves of the comparative insignificance of their own
sacrifices.Lossof life of a beloved could not comparewith loss of one's own; civilian
anxiety and deprivation were as nothing in face of soldiers' contributions. "Even
when a woman does her best," Kate Cumming observed of her efforts to nurse
wounded soldiers, "it is a mite compared with what our men have to endure."30
Whateverdoubts about the value of her contributionsCumming held, her labor,
like that of thousands of other Southern women, was essential to the Confederate
social and economic order.The size of Civil Wararmiesand the unforeseen dimensions of the conflict required civilian productivity of an unprecedented scale. And
29 Amanda Walkerto the Secretaryof War,Oct. 31, 1862, ibid., reel 79, W1106; LucySharptoJohn Randolph,
Oct. 1, 1862, ibid., reel 72, S1000. It is important to recognize that many of these letters complaining about slave
management wereprompted by the passageof the Confederatelaw exempting slavemanagersfrom militaryservice
and thus were not simply disinterested cries of pain. Alice Palmerto Hattie Palmer,July 20, 1865, PalmerFamily
Papers(South CarolinianaLibrary).
30 Cumming, Kate, 191-92. See also Patricia R. Loughridge and EdwardD. C. Campbell, Jr., Wlomenand
Mourning (Richmond, 1985); and Drew Gilpin Faust, "Race,Gender, and ConfederateNationalism: William D.
Washington'sBurial of Latane,"Southern Review, 25 (April 1989), 297-307.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

of War
ConfederateWomenand the Narratives

1215

since women constituted such a large proportion of white Southern civilians, the
production of goods and servicesbecame in largemeasure their responsibility."We
must go to work, too," as a DAUGHTEROF 'OLD VIRGINIAwrote in the Richmond
Enquirer.The exigencies of war thus weakened the role prescriptionsthat had denied white women remunerativelabor outside the home and had directedthat only
black women should work the land. Public ideology now needed to redefine such
activitiesas valued, while limiting the potential shift in gender expectationsimplicit
in the altered behavior.
The debate within the Confederacyabout nursing exemplifiesthe complexity of
such wartime attitudes toward change. From the earliest months of the conflict,
manyjournalistsand editorsurged that women be permitted- in fact, encouragedto nursewounded soldiersin militaryhospitals. Yet even these advocatesof nursing
reformwerewell awareof the dangersimplicit in their proposals.Women, the Confederate Baptist observed, might prove "most valuable auxiliaries"within the hospital, as long as they remained "in their proper sphere"and did not seek to "direct
or control the physician."Nursing would be acceptable as another dimension of
women's service and sacrifice, but it must not be transformed into female empowerment.3'

Manywomen showed themselves eager to make such contributionsregardlessof
the ideological termsin which their actionswereconstrued:they volunteeredto help
overworkedarmyphysiciansand began to establish "waysidehospitals"to care for
traveling soldiers at depot towns throughout the South. But the entry of women
volunteersinto hospital settings provokedoutbursts of protest from those who believed nursing "would be injuriousto the delicacyand refinement of a lady."In the
eyes of many Southerners, both male and female, hospital work was simply "not
considered respectable."32
By the fall of 1862, however,the Confederacy'sneed for nurseshad yielded legislation providing that women be recruitedand remuneratedfor hospital labor. Yet
resistancelingered, especially among male physicians. Phoebe Pember, a matron
at Chimborazo Hospital in Richmond, encountered widespread resentment from
doctors that greatly increased the difficulty of her job, and Cumming transferred
from one hospital becauseof a seniorphysician'sopposition to female nurses.There
was, she summarized, a "good deal of trouble about the ladies in some of the
hospitals of this department."33
Manywomen sharedthe aversionto female nursing. Ladieswho dedicated themselves to wardwork, such as Pember, Cumming, and LouisaMcCord,were subjects
of gossip and speculation. Women workingin hospitals seemed in the eyes of many
31 Richmond Daily Enquirer, March 7, 1862; Confederate Baptist, Oct. 15, 1862; Phoebe Yates Pember, A
Southern Woman'sStory:Life in ConfederateRichmond, ed. Bell IrvinWiley (Jackson,Tenn., 1959), 25; C. Vann
Woodward,ed., MaryChesnut'sCivil War(New Haven, 1981),641. Forexpressionof similarconcernsin the North,
see SusanM. Reverby,Orderedto Care:The Dilemma ofAmerican Nursing, 1850-1945 (New York,1987), 43-47.
32 Pember,Southern Woman'sStory, 25; Simkins and Patton, Womenof the Confederacy,86; CordeliaScales,
"Civil WarLettersof Cordelia Scales,"ed. PercyL. Rainwater,Journal of MississippiHistory, 1 (July 1939), 173.
On nursing, see also Rable, Civil Wlars,121-28.
33 Cumming, Kate, 65.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

1216

TheJournalof AmericanHistory

Southernersto display curiouslymasculine strengths and abilities. ClaraMacLean
confided to her diary that her neighbor Eliza McKee,recentlydepartedfor Virginia
as a nurse, had always possessed such strength as to seem "almost masculineIndeed I used to tell her I neverfelt easyin her society if discussingdelicate subjects;
I could scarcelypersuade myself she was not in disguise."And MaryChesnut, the
famed South Carolinadiarist, felt much the same about the intimidating strength
of her friend McCord,who seemed to possess "the intellect of a man."Nurses were
not truly women, but in some sense men in drag.34
Such attitudes enabled Southerners to blunt the impact and significance of
women's changed behavior by framing it within existing ideological categories.
These beliefs permitted some women to become nurses, excused others-who
lacked the requisite "masculine"traits-from doing so, and at the same time discouraged any permanent expansion in the boundaries of the female role: nursing
continued to be regarded as deviant, requiring behaviors inconsistent with prevailing class and gender expectations.
Public discussionof women'swartimeentry into teaching demonstratesa similar
effort to employ ideology to limit the impact of war-bornbehavioralchange. Although a feminization of teaching had occurredin the North in the antebellum
era, Southernershad not encouragedwomen'sassumptionof classroomresponsibilities. But, as the Augusta Daily Constitutionalistremarkedin May 1863, the warhad
"swallow[ed]up" the men preparingto be teachers. "We are left no resourcethen
but to have female teachers. .. Women are peculiarlyfitted, naturallyand morally,
for teachersof the young."35The report of the superintendent of common schools
of North Carolinafor 1862 reminded the people of his state that there was no employment in which ladies renderedneedy by circumstancesof warmight labormore
usefully than "in the business of forming the hearts and minds of the young."The
State Education Association of North Carolinaoffered a prize in November 1861
for the best essay on the subject of the "proprietyand importance of employing
more female teachersin our common schools,"thus inviting the general public to
help redefine the ideological consensus the association hoped to foster.36
Confederateeducatorsgave significant attention to training women as teachers.
To some degree the shift was self-interested, for in the absence of young men,
professors'livelihoods depended on recruitingother minds for instruction. Trinity
College in North Carolinabegan in 1864 to fill its depleted classroomswith women,
and many women's colleges thrived during the war. Wytheville Female College in
Virginiareportedits population "butveryslightly diminished";BaptistFemaleCollege of SouthwestGeorgiagrew steadily,even though it had to move into the presi34 Phebe Levyto Eugenia Phillips, Sept. 13, 1863, Philip Phillips Family Papers(Libraryof Congress);Clara
MacLeanDiary, March3, 1862, ClaraD. MacLeanCollection (ManuscriptDivision, William R. PerkinsLibrary);
677.
Woodward,ed., Mary Chesnut's Civil Woar,
3 Augusta Daily Constitutionalist, May 14, 1863.
36 W. Buck YearnsandJohn G. Barrett,eds., North CarolinaCivil Wlar
Documentary (Chapel Hill, 1980), 237;
"Proceedingsof the 6th Annual Meeting of the State EducationAssociation,"North CarolinajournalofEducation,
4 (Nov. 1861), 326. By the end of the war, the percentage of female teachers in North Carolina had risen from
7% to 50%. Yearnsand Barrett, eds., North Carolina Civil WlarDocumentary, 231.
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dent'shouse and relinquishits main building to a soldiers'hospital. Hollins College
in Virginiaworkedto establish a system of scholarshipsfor future teachers,and the
Statesville North CarolinaFemale College created a new teaching department.37
But Southernersby no means uniformly embraced this new departure. Emma
Holmes of South Carolinareportedin 1862 the opposition a friend confrontedfrom
her family when she took overthe village school, and Holmes herself faced stubborn
family resistance to her desire to become a schoolmistress.Elizabeth Grimball's
mother was "terriblymortified"by her daughter'sinsistenceon teaching, and as late
as mid-1863, the Convention of Teachersof the Confederate States pointedly restrictedmembership to "anymale citizen" of the new nation. Yet, as the president
of Davidson College in North Carolinabaldly declared to a 1864 graduating class
of women, "Ourfemales must engage in the workof teaching; for there is no other
alternative."38
Discussions of gender appearedin almost everypublic mode of communication
within the Confederacy-in sermons, newspapers, poetry, song, the new Confederate drama, even painting-and in personal documents such as diaries and
letters.39 But the comprehensive narrativeof Confederate women and the war
evolvedin the courseof the conflictand, while comprisinga largelycoherentwhole,
usually appeared piecemeal rather than as a complete story. In 1864, however,an
Alabamian named AugustaJane Evanspublished a novel that might justly be regarded as the most systematicelaboration, and in many ways the culmination, of
the discussionthat had preceded it. As a novel, it was quite literally a narrative,a
story of woman and the war entitled Macaria;or, Altars of Sacrifice. Evans had
written it as she sat at the bedsides of wounded soldiers, and she dedicated it to
the Confederatearmy.Macariabecame a wartime best seller, read widely not just
by women, for whom novel readinghad become such an important and pleasurable
pastime, but by men in the intervalsbetween battles or during periods of hospital
convalescence.40

Likethe mythologicalfigure in her title, who sacrificedherself on the altarof the
gods in order to save Athens in time of war,Evans'sheroine Irene is "ambitiousof
martydom."The novel is structuredas her pilgrimage toward "WomanlyUsefulness,"which she ultimately realizesin the Confederatewareffort. Here, at last, after
the long struggles that constitute the bulk of the story, Irene finds her lifework,
Documentary, 244; Sixth Annual Circularof WJytheville
37Yearns and Barrett,eds., North CarolinaCivil W'ar
Female College (Wytheville, 1861);Minutes of the Bethel Baptist Association (Macon, 1863). See also Catalogue
of the Trustees,Faculty,and Students of the WesleyanFemale College, Macon, Georgia (Macon, 1862);and Farmville Female College, The Next Termof this Institution, broadside [n.p., 1863].
38 Diary of Miss Emma Holmes, ed. Marsalek,172; Grimball quoted in Fox-Genovese,Within the Plantation
Household, 46; Proceedings of the Convention of Teachersof the ConfederateStates (Macon, 1863), 4; North
CarolinaJournal of Education, 7 (July 1864), 88. On teaching, see also Rable, Civil Wlars,129-31.
39 For a considerationof painting, see Faust, "Race,Gender and Confederate Nationalism."
40 [AugustaJaneEvans],Macaria;or, Altarsof Sacrifice(Richmond, 1864). On Evansand women'sfiction generWriterin the South, 1859-1936 (Baton
ally, see Anne GoodwynJones, TomorrowIs Another Day: The WomanT
Rouge, 1981); Nina Baym, Woman'sFiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America, 1820-1870
(Ithaca, 1978); and Mary Kelley, Private Woman, Public Stage: LiteraryDomesticity in Nineteenth Century
America (New York, 1984).
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AugustaJane Evans,author of Macarwaor, Altars of Sacrifice.
CourtesyAlabama Department of Archivesand History,Montgomery.

giving her father and her beloved beau Russell up to die on the battlefield and
dedicating herself to the highest possible existence,laboringin "God'sgreat vineMarriedwomen, she admits, may be happier,but life wasnot made for happiyard&'
ness. It is the blessing- and macariaalso means blessing in Greek- of the single
woman to be more useful "becauseshe belongs exclusivelyto no one, her heart expands to all her sufferingfellow creatures."ForIrene, sacrificebecomes a vocation,
not unlike that of the nun. And, indeed, Evans describes Irene abandoning
fashionablegarmentsfor robes of black or white, tied at the waist by a tassel, suggesting that the analogy with the female religious is entirely self-conscious-for
Evansas well as Irene. To her childhood friend, similarlybereavedby war, Irene
declares,very much in the language of prevailingConfederateideology,
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You and I have much to do during these days of gloom and national trial-for
upon the purity, the devotion, and the patriotism of the women of our land, not
less than upon the heroism of our armies, depends our national salvation.41

In the context of Irene'spersistent cry, "I want to be useful," the war comes as
something, not to be endured, but to be celebrated, for it offersher the possibility
for self-fulfillmentshe has been seeking. Stunningly beautiful, Irene is nevertheless
no docile, subservientlady. She is in many wayswhat the nineteenth centurywould
have seen as a "modern"woman, fiercelyindependent, for example even as a young
child declining to permit a slave to carryher school books. "I don't choose,"she
declares, "to be petted like a baby or made a wax-doll of . . . I am strong enough
to carrymy own books."She refusesto marryat her father'sbehest, engages in abstruseastronomicalresearches,which she publishes in scientificjournals- although
under a pseudonym. She speaks of herself in the language of bourgeois individualism, stressingher rights of self-ownershipand self-determination. To her suitor
Hugh who insists, "you belong to me and you know it," Irene responds, "No! I belong to God and myself."Yet with the coming of war, Irene, like so many actual
Southernwomen, only brieflylaments "if I were only a man" before dedicating herself to the difficult work of sacrifice.Self-realization, towardwhich she has been
striving in the first two-thirdsof the novel, is now defined as finding its fullest expression in self-denial. Irene is rendered semidivine by her martyrdom to service
and sacrificeand repeatedlyechoes Christ'swordsat the time of his crucifixion:"Not
my will, oh, God! but thine!"42
Macariaappealed directly and calculatedly to sentiments prevailing within its
potential audience of Southern women readers-acknowledging their fears of uselessness,of widowhood or spinsterhood,as well as their attractionto a new language
of self-determination.These notions were rhetoricallyconjoined in the novel with
the ideology of feminine nationalism and Christiansacrificethat Evansoffered as
her solution to the dilemmas of both the Confederatewoman and her country.Irene
and her friend Electrabusily devote themselvesto nursing the wounded, caringfor
the war'sorphans, and, in artist Electra'scase, creating cultural forms for the new
nation. Feminine fashion and extravaganceare roundly attacked. Even women's
most basic economic needs are dismissed:a poor woman declaresshe "wouldrather
live on acorns"than keep her husband out of the armyto support her. And by titling
her storyMacaria,Evanssituates it within the long tradition of warnarrativesof female silence and sacrifice:
all the stern resolution and self-abnegationof Rome and Lacedaemonhad entered
the souls of Southern women. Mothersclosed their lips firmly to repressa wail of
sorrowas they buckled on the swordsof their first-born,and sent them forth ...
to battle for the right.43

41

[Evans],Alacaria,116, 168, 183, 182, 183.

42

Ibid., 141, 9, 13, 134, 167, 179.
Ibid., 139, 137.

43
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But in the effortto establisha resonancewith her readers,to addressthemes that
would secure their emotional and intellectual participation in her narrative,Evans
undermines the very ideology of martyrdomshe hoped to valorize. Affirming the
valuesof individualism by associatingthem with her beloved Irene, Evansonly with
difficultyresolvestheir implicit challenge to the ideology of personalsacrifice.And
she manages it largely through the invocation of an analogy with Christ, a literal
deus ex machina. The tensions inevitablyremain, as they certainlydid in the minds
of women throughout the South increasinglyunable to reconcile themselvesto the
demands war placed on them.
Evenas Augusta Evanswrote, even as thousands of Southernwomen eagerlyread
her paean to self-sacrifice,they had begun emphatically to dissent from the roles
and scenarioscomposed for them. A pseudonymouswomanwrote revealinglyto the
Montgomery Daily Advertiser in June 1864. At first, she observed, women had
rivaled "the other sex in patriotic devotion," but
Oh what a falling off is there! . . . a change and such a change, has come over
the spirit of their dream. The Aid Societies have died away;they are a name and
nothing more. The self-sacrificehas vanished; wives and maidens now labor only
to exempt husbands and loversfrom the perils of service . .. Never were parties
more numerous.... Never were the theatres and places of public amusement so
resorted to.... The love of dress, the display of jewelryand costly attire, the extravaganceand folly are all the greaterfor the brief abstinencewhich has been observed.44

The effort to define sacrificeas purposeful was failing. As a New Orleans Creole
woman wrote her soldier son, "je ne vois que des sacrifices,des victimes, la ruine,
la misere, rien de gagne."Women'swillingness to be disinterested, to embrace the
needs of the nation as prior to their own, had begun to disappear.As one woman
facing the conscriptionof her last son explained, "I know my country needs all her
childrenand I had thought I could submit to her requisitions.I have given her cause
my prayers,my time, my means and my children but now the last lamb of the fold
is to be taken, the mother and helpless woman triumph over the patriot."45
White Southern women, socialized from an early age in the doctrinesof paternalism with their implicit promises of reciprocalobligation, expected that their
sacrificeswould be recompensed. At all class levels, women had retained the sense
of a moral economy of gender in which they traded female self-abnegationfor care
and protection. The "helplesswoman"held an implicit powerof requisition within
her veryassumptionof helplessness.By the lateryearsof the war,however,the ability
of Southernmen to meet requirementsfor careand protection, to ensure the physical safety- and even the subsistence- of the civilian population had brokendown.
In response, many women began to demonstrate the conditional nature of their
patriotism; there were clear limits to their willingness to sacrifice.Concernsabout
44Montgomery Daily Advertiser,June 15, 1864.
45 A. Grima to Alfred Grima, Nov. 27, 1863, Grima Family Papers(Historic New Orleans Collection); Mary
L. Scales to the secretaryof war, Sept. 8, 1862, LettersReceived, Confederate Secretaryof War, reel 72, S890.
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A youngMississippian
andhismother.
CourtesyWilliamA. Albaugh III Collection.

personalloss and personalsurvival- both physicaland psychological- had eroded
commitment to the Cause.The romanceof the "battlepiece"had disappearedbefore the pressingrealitiesof war.Unable any longer to imagine herself one of the
legendary "Spartanwomen,"Lizzie Hardin confided to her diary,"Perhapsthere
are few of us who in readingstoriesof ancient heroismor the romanceof modern
war have not had some idle thoughts of the role we might have played in similar
circumstances.How often have I droppedthe book while my fancykept time to the
warliketrumpet or languishedin some prison cell or sent up Te Deums from the
bloody field of victory.But how differentthe picturewhen you view it in a nearer
light." On a tour of the battlefieldat SevenPines in searchof her wounded cousin,
ConstanceCary(laterHarrison)reportedseeing men "in everystage of mutilation"
and proclaimedherself "permanentlyconvincedthat nothing is worth war!"MargaretJunkin Prestongreeted the news of the death of her stepson and severalof
his friends by protesting,r "Who thinks or caresfor victorynow!"SarahJane Sams
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proclaimed herself "sickand tired of trying to endure these privationsto which we
are all subjected," and as early as 1862, Julia:Le Grand had come to feel that
"nothing is worth such sacrifice."For the most part, women's satiety with war remained personal. Yet even if growing dissatisfactionwith the day-to-daymanagement of Confederateaffairsdid not shade over into explicit criticismsof Southern
war aims, women were becoming increasinglyalienated from the new nation and
resentful of its demands on them. "What do I care for patriotism,"one woman
pointedly demanded. "Myhusband is my country.What is country to me if he be
killed?" "The Confederacy!"Emily Harriscomplained to her diary late in 1864, "I
almost hate the word."46
Wartime experiences rendered some women almost incapable of functioning.
Modernpsychologymight define such women as in the grip of traumaticstressreactions or severe depression, but Confederatesused quite effective descriptivelanguage of their own. Lila Chunn explained to her soldier husband in the spring of
1863, "I experience such constant dread and anxiety that I feel all the time weary
and depressed."Another woman described many wives and mothers she knew as
"stunnedand stupefied ... forever"by grief, and a resident of Lynchburg,Virginia,
believed that her poverty and suffering had driven her "almost upon the borders
of crazziness."CorneliaMcDonald, struggling to carefor a family of seven children
in embattled Winchester,Virginia, clearlyunderstood the relationshipbetween her
debilitated physical condition and her emotions. Emaciated and weakened by
hunger, she found that by 1863 she had become "faint-hearted"as well. "My
feelings were beyond control .

.

. I had lost the power of resistance and all my self-

command." Her depression was so intense she felt she "could willingly say 'good
night' to the worldand all in it."A mother writing to a son capturedby the Yankees
and imprisoned in the North may perhapshave put it most simply and eloquently:
"I would wrote before now but I was Clean out of hart."47
But many Confederate women retained hope that their sufferings would be
relieved. Within the frameworkof paternalisticassumptions to which they clung,
hardshipswere defined as injustices worthy of attention and intervention by rulers
of the Confederatestate. As an "unassuminggirl" from Alabama explained to the
secretaryof warin requesting a furlough for her brother, "I feel there is yet justice
46 G. Glenn Clift, ed., The Private War
ofLizzie Hardin (Frankfurt,Ky., 1963), 17; ConstanceCary Harrison,
RecollectionsGraveand Gay (New York,1911),83; ElizabethPrestonAllan, TheLifeandLetters ofMargaretJunkin
Preston (New York, 1903), 148; SarahJane Sams to Randolph Sams, March 14, 1865, SarahJane Sams Collection
(South CarolinianaLibrary);Waitz,Journal ofJulia Le Grand, ed. Rowlandand Croxall,44-45; MargaretCrawford, "Talesof a Grandmother,"in South Carolina Womenin the Confederacy,ed. Mrs. A. T. Smythe, Miss M.
B. Poppenheim, and Mrs. Thomas Taylor(2 vols., Columbia, S. C., 1903), I, 210; Emily HarrisDiary, Nov. 18,
1864, David HarrisPapers(College Library,Winthrop College, Rock Hill, S. C.).
47 Lila Chunn to Willie Chunn, May 19, 1863, Willie Chunn Papers(ManuscriptDivision, William R. Perkins
Library);MyrnaLockettAvary,ed., A VirginiaGirl in the Civil War,1861-1865(New York,1903), 41; Annie Upshur
toJeffersonDavis,Jan. 24, 1863, LettersReceived,ConfederateSecretaryof War,reel 114,U2. CorneliaMcDonald,
A Diary with Reminiscencesof the Wlarand Refugee Life in the Shenandoah Valley(Nashville, 1935), 165, 167,
114-15;MaryA. Blackburnto David B. Blackburn,Dec. 19, 1864, Point LookoutLetters,MiscellaneousFiles, Adjutant General'sOffice,RG 109(National Archives).On stressreactionamong soldiers,see Drew Gilpin Faust,"Christian Soldiers:The Meaning of Revivalismin the ConfederateArmy,"Journalof Southern History, 53 (Feb. 1987),
83-86.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

of War
ConfederateWomenand the Narratives

1223

& mercyin the land, to you therefore I present my humble petition."Women thus

began to regardtheir difficulties as a test of the moral as well as the bureaucratic
and military effectivenessof the new nation and tied their patriotism to the competency of the state's performance in these matters of personal concern. Women
penned anguished letters to PresidentJeffersonDavis and a successionof secretaries
of warseeking assistancein returnfor their sacrifices.MirandaSutton of North Carolina was unable to sign her name, but she dictated a petition asking that one of
her sons be releasedfrom the military to help provideher with food. Six of her sons
had served in the army;two, in addition to her husband, had died. She professed
certaintythat the moral economy of sacrificewould bring favorableattention to her
request. "Yourpetitioner humbly concievesthat having made such sacrificesfor the
southerncauseher claimshumble though she be will not be overlooked."Sixty-yearold HarrietStephenson of North Carolinawas perhaps even more direct. With five
sons in the army,she informed Secretaryof WarJamesSeddon, "I think I have did
enough to you for you to take sum intrust in what I so mutch desrie of You" the
dischargeof one of her sons to provide her support. Nancy Williams of Mississippi
made a similar request of Davis: "I think I have done well for our cause, give up
all of my sons, one of which was only fifteen.... please answermy letter immediately."When he did not, she wrote again, still expressingfaith that her expectations
would be fulfilled. "I ask this favorfrom the government, hoping and believeing
that it will be granted."FrancesBrightwell of Louisa County, Virginia, appealed
directly to Davis's paternalism in asking the discharge of her husband after her
father'sdeath had left her an "orfrintchild." "Myheart is broken I have no one to
take care of me oh I think it will kill me Please try and doo sumthing for me....
I know a good gentlemond like yourself feals for a tinder female."48
Some bolder-or perhaps only less calculating-women seemed less to implore
Confederateofficialsthan to threaten them. "One of the anxious widowed mothers
of Alabama"was unwilling to sign her letter of complaint to the president. But she
promised him that the unjustified conscriptionof her son guaranteed that "a day
of retribution will surely come" to the South. Another female correspondentwho
believed her son had been unfairly taken by the army informed Davis, "I suspect
that our confederacymust fall where such injustice reigns."Almira Acors wrote
Davis, describingher desperatepovertyand the failure of her neighbors to aid her,
a failure suggestive of a more general breakdown of paternalism throughout
Southernsociety: "it is folly for a poor mother to call on the rich people about here
there hearts are of steel they would sooner thow what they have to spare to their
dogs than give it to a starvingchild . . . I do not see how God can give the South
a victorywhen the cries of so many sufferingmothers and little children are constantly ascending up to him. . . . if I and my little children . . . die while there
Fatheris in service I invoke God Almighty that our blood rest upon the South."
48 Ella Stuartto secretaryof war,April 28, 1863, LettersReceived,ConfederateSecretaryof War,reel 111,S312;
MirandaSutton to secretaryof war,Jan. 28, 1864, ibid., reel 140, S79; HarrietStephenson to secretaryof war,Jan.
18, 1864, ibid.,S47; Nancy Williams toJeffersonDavis, April 1, 1863, Oct. 29, 1863, ibid.,reel 116,W246; Frances
Brightwell to Davis, March 17, 1862, ibid., reel 31, B167.
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A War Department official marked the outside of the letter "File";Almira Acors
did not even receive a reply.49
For all their intended audacity,these women offered only a limited challenge to
Confederatepower and legitimacy. They threatened Davis and his governmentby
invoking a higher, divine paternalism,ratherthan by assaultingthe largerassumptions of paternalismitself. God, they warned, would punish the Confederacybecauseit had not lived up to its own ideals -particularly its obligations to the women
and children that its social assumptions had defined as powerlessand dependent.
Within such a frameworkof criticism, women still regardedthemselves as largely
passive-even if increasinglyangry. God, not they themselves, would avenge their
wrongs. If Davis and his secretaryof war would not protect them, they would
summon a yet more powerful father figure to the task.50
But by 1863, at least some Confederatewomen had become more aggressivein
their expressionsof discontent. In the case of women from yeoman families particularly, oppressions of class and gender reinforced one another, impelling numbers
of the aggrievedtowardovert action against the war effort. Destitute female petitioners warnedConfederateofficialsthat they would urge their husbands and sons
to desert if their basicneeds for family subsistencewerenot met. As Nancy Mangum
explained to Gov. Zebulon Vanceof North Carolina,pricesmust be loweredor "we
wimen will write for our husbans to come . . . home and help us we cant stand

it." Other wives and mothers did not bother with warnings.MarthaRevisinformed
her husband after news reached her of Southern defeats at Gettysburgand Vicksburg, "I want you to come home as soon as you can after you get this letter."One
mother, whose willingness to sacrificehad reached its limit, wrote her son, a Confederate captain and prisoner of war, "I hope, when you get exchanged, you will
think, the time past has sufficedforpublic service, & that your own family require
yr protection & help -as others are deciding." As the desertion rate rose steadily
in the Southern army throughout 1864, Confederate officials acknowledged the
significantrole needy wivesand mothers played in encouragingsoldiersto abandon
their posts. As one North Carolinianbluntly explained, "Desertiontakesplace because desertion is encouraged....

And though the ladies may not be willing to

concede the fact, they are neverthelessresponsible . .. for the desertion in the army
51 And women undertook a kind of desertion
and the dissipation in the country."
of their own, many from the northern tier of Confederatestates fleeing to friends
and relativesin the North becauseof what a Confederateprovostmarshaldescribed
as their inability "to support themselves here."52
49 Anonymous to Davis, May 14, 1864, ibid., reel 118, A134; Mrs. M. L. Nelson to Davis, n.d., ibid., reel 137,
N77; Nelson to Seddon, Oct. 12, 1864, ibid., N80; Almira Acors to Davis, March23, 1862, ibid., reel 29, A62;
The appearanceof the instruction "file"on letters describingsuch desperate circumstancesis striking and is also
noted by Rable, Civil Wars,75.
50 In their growing discontent with their situation, some women even came to question the paternalisticjustice
of God. See Grace Brown Elmore Reminiscences,June 20, 1865 (South CarolinianaLibrary).
51 Yearnsand Barrett, eds., North Carolina Civil Uar Documentary, 22, 97; M. Chichesterto Capt. Arthur
Chichester, May 2, 1864, Point Lookout Letters;Charles Fenton James to "Dear Sister,"Feb. 13, 1864, Charles
Fenton James Papers(Southern Historical Collection).
52 See, for example, the report of applicants requesting permission to leave the Confederacy,July 25, 1864,
LettersReceived, Confederate Secretaryof War.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

of War
ConfederateWomenand the Narratives

1225

As the emotional and physicaldeprivationof Southern white women escalated,
the Confederateideology of sacrificebegan to lose its meaning and efficacy.Hardship and loss were no longer sacred, no longer to be celebrated, but instead came
to seem causesfor grievance.Late in 1862 an articlein the Children'sFriend, a religious periodical for boys and girls, found in what might earlierhave been labeled
a dedicated wartime "sacrifice"only deplorable "Oppression.""Manywomen,"the
paper reported, "especiallyin large cities, have to workhard, and receivevery little
for it. Manyof them sew with their needles all day long, making garmentsfor others,
and get so little for it that they have neither food enough, nor clothes, nor fire to
make their childrencomfortableand warm.There aremany such now in Richmond
workinghard, and almost for nothing."53Southernershad defined the purpose of
secession as the guarantee of personal independence and republican liberty to the
citizens and households of the South. Yet the women of the Confederacyfound
themselves by the late yearsof the war presiding over the disintegration of those
households and the destruction of that vaunted independence. Most white Southern women had long accepted female subordination as natural and just, but
growinghardshipsand women'schanged perception of their situation transformed
subordination,understoodas a justifiablestructuralreality,into oppression,defined
as a relationship of illegitimate power.
The erosionof the sacrednessof sacrificewasalso evident in the changed attitudes
towarddeath that appearedamong Confederatecivilians by the last months of the
war. As one Virginia woman explained. "I hear now of acres of dead and . . .
wounded with less sensibility than was at first occasioned by hearing of the loss of
half a dozen men in a skirmish."This shift in perception was reflected in altered
mourning customs. As Kate Stone explained in the spring of 1864, "Peopledo not
mourn their dead as they used to." Constance Carywas shocked by the seemingly
cavalier and uncaring manner in which military hospitals treated the deceased,
dropping six or seven coffinsin "one yawning pit . . . hurriedlycoveredin, all that
a grateful country could render in return for precious lives."54The immediate and
tangible needs of the living had become more pressing than any abstractnotion of
obligation to the dead.
The urgency of those needs yielded a sense of grievancethat by 1863 became
sufficiently compelling and widespread to erupt into bread riots in communities
acrossthe South. In Savannah,Georgia, Mobile, Alabama, High Point, North Carolina, Petersburg,Virginia, Milledgeville, Georgia, Columbus, Georgia, and in the
capital city of Richmond itself, crowdsof women banded together to seize bread
and other provisions they believed their due. Their actions so controvertedprevailingideology about women that Confederateofficialsin Richmond requestedthe
press not to report the disturbanceat all, thus silencing this expressionof female
dissent. In the newspapers,at least; reality would not be permitted to subvert the
woman'swarstorythat editorshad workedso assiduouslyto develop and propagate.
A Savannahpolice court charged with disciplining that city's offenders similarly
'3
'4

Children'sFriend, Dec. 1862.
Dulany Diary, Aug. 10, 1862; Stone, Brokenburn, ed. Anderson, 277; Harrison,Recollections, 188.
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"Southern
WomenFeelingthe Effectsof RebellionandCreatingBreadRiots"
-Frank Leslie'sIllustratedNewspaper.

fromFrankLeslie'sIllustratedNewspaper,May23, 1863.
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demonstratedthe incompatibilityof such female behaviorwith the acceptedfiction
about Southern women'swartime lives. "When women become rioters,"the judge
declaredbaldly,"theyceaseto be women."Yetin resortingto violence, these women
werein a sense insisting on telling- and acting - their own warstory.One Savannah
rioter cared enough about the meaning of her narrativeto print up and distribute
cardsexplaining her participation in the disturbance. "Necessityhas no law & poverty is the mother of invention. These shall be the principleson which we will stand.
If fair words will not do, we will try to see what virtue there is in stones."55
Upper-classwomen did not usually take to the streets, but they too expressed
their objections to the prescriptionsof wartimeideology. And, like their lower-class
counterparts, they focused much of their protest on issues of consumption and
deprivation.The combination of symbolism and instrumentalismin the breadriots
wasparalleledin the extravaganceto which many Confederateladies turned. In important ways,recklessindulgence representedresistanceto the ideology of sacrifice.
MaryChesnut'shusbandJamesfound her "dissipated"and repeatedlycriticizedher
refusal to abandon parties and frivolity.In February1864 the Richmond Enquirer
declared the city to be a "carnivalof unhallowed pleasure" and assailed the
"shameful displays of indifference to national calamity."Richmond'spreeminent
hostess was reported to have spent more than thirty thousand dollars on food and
entertainment during the last winter of the war. Even a council of Presbyterian
elders in Alabama felt compelled in 1865 to "deplore the presence, and we fear,
the growing prevalenceof a spirit of gaity, especially among the female members
of some of our congregations."And instead of resorting to riots, numbers of more
respectableRichmond ladies subvertedideals of wartimesacrificeand female virtue
by turning to shoplifting, which a Richmond paper reported to be "epidemick"in
the city, especially among women of the better sort. Women, one observernoted
in 1865, seemed to be "seeking nothing but their own pleasure while others are
baring their bosoms to the storms of war."56
The traditionalnarrativeof warhad come to seem meaningless to many women;
the Confederacyofferedthem no acceptableterms in which to cast their experience.
Women had consented to subordinationand had embracedthe attendant ideology
of sacrificeas part of a largerscheme of paternalisticassumptions. But the system
of reciprocitycentralto this understandingof social powerhad been violated by the
wartimefailure of white Southernmales to provide the servicesand support understood as requisite to their dominance. And in a world in which Augusta Evans'sindependent and assertiveIrenecould become the war'smost popularliteraryheroine,
55 Countryman,May 3, 1864. On breadriots and female violence, see Michael Chesson, "Harlotsor Heroines?
A New Look at the Richmond Bread Riot," Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 92 (April 1984), 131-75;
Paul D. Escott, Many Excellent People: Power and Privilege in North Carolina, 1850-1900 (Chapel Hill, 1986),

67; VictoriaBynum, "'Warwithin a War':Women'sParticipationin the Revolt of the North CarolinaPiedmont,"
Frontiers, 9 (1987), 43-49.
56 Woodward,ed., Mary Chesnut's Civil War, 430; Richmond Daily Enquirer, Feb. 11, 1864; Minutes of the

Tombeckbee Presbytery,April 8, 1865 (Historical Foundation of the PresbyterianChurch, Montreat, N. C.);
unidentified clipping in George Bagby Scrapbook,vol. 5, p. 131, Bagby Papers;James to "Dear Sister,"Feb. 13,
1865, CharlesFenton James Collection.
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women would not assent indefinitely to the increasingsacrificeand self-denial the
Civil Warcame to require.Although the fictional Irenewas able to bearthe tension
between self-abnegationand self-realizationin her own life, many Southernwomen
found themselves unable or unwilling to constructtheir own experienceswithin a
similar narrative.By the late yearsof the conflict, sacrificeno longer sufficed as a
purpose. By early 1865, countless women of all classes had in effect deserted the
ranks.Refusingto accept the economic deprivationfurther military struggle would
have required, resisting additional military service by their husbands and sons, no
longer consecratingthe dead, but dancing while ambulances rolled by, Southern
women undermined both objectiveand ideological foundations for the Confederate
effort;they directlysubvertedthe South'smilitaryand economic effectivenessas well
as civilian morale. "I have said many a time," wrote Kate Cumming in her diary,
"that, if we did not succeed, the women of the South would be responsible."In ways
she did not even realize, Cumming was all too right. It seems not insignificantthat
in wordinghis statement of surrender,RobertE. Lee chose terms centralto women's
perceptions of themselves and the war. The Confederate effort, he stated at Appomattox, had become "uselesssacrifice."Confederateideology about women had
been structuredto keep those terms separated by interpreting sacrificeas a means
of overcominguselessness, by rendering sacrificeitself supremely purposeful. But
the war story offered Confederatewomen at the outset of conflict had been internally flawed and contradictoryand finally proved too much at odds with external
circumstance;it was an ideology designed to silence, ratherthan address, the fundamental interests of women in preservationof self and family. As Julia Le Grand
explained, it was an ideology that left women with "no language, but a cry,"with
no means of self-expressionbut subversion.In graduallyrefusing to accept this war
storyas relevantto their own lives, women undermined both the narrativepresented
to them and the Confederatecauseitself. And without the logisticaland ideological
support of the home front, the Southern military effort was doomed to fail.57
Historianshave wondered in recent yearswhy the Confederacydid not endure
longer. In considerablemeasure, I would suggest, it was because so many women
did not want it to. The way in which their interests in the war were publicly
defined - in a veryreal sense denied - gave women little reasonto sustain the commitment modern war required. It may well have been because of its women that
the South lost the Civil War.

57 Cumming, Kate, 4; RobertE. Lee quoted in Douglas Southall Freeman,Lee'sLieutenants:A Study in Command. (3 vols., New York, 1972), II, 752. See also Rable, Civil Wars,207; Waitz,Journal ofJulia Le Grand, ed.
Rowland and Croxall, 16.

This content downloaded on Mon, 7 Jan 2013 12:51:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

