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Introduction

“1 really' enjoyed the da)'r — hard as the work was, but late in the evening twas
very trying when the children were crying to be put to bed and dishes to be

washed anfl put away, milk to strain, water to bring, chiPs to get, plants to be
watered, kitchen to clean up and candle sticks to set up.

A telling quote from Lucy Rebecca Buck, a young elite white Virginian woman who
was thrown by the Civil War into a lifestyle contradictory to the one she was living before.
Once serviced by her family’s slaves, leading a life consumed with visiting with friends and
reading, Lucy now had to perform the duties her male relatives and slaves once did when they
left her family’s plantation due to the war. Although obviously frustrated and worn in this
passage, she expresses satisfaction in regards to her completed labor, an interesting
contradiction that exists for many elite white Confederate women during the Civil War.

Due to the lack of men and male and female slaves, elite white women assumed new
responsibilities during the war. As written by Drew Gilpin Faust in her review of Augusta
Jane Evan’s wartime novel, Macaria, there was a demand for female mobilization into the
previously all-male civilian support services.> These services existed both inside and outside
of the home, and included slave management, nursing, teaching, and government clerking.
Through these new roles, women began to move outside of the domestic ideology proscribed
by separate spheres, and, through diary writing, this move began to be better understood.
During the course of thoroughly reading diaries written by Confederate women in Virginia,
one can see how complicated it was for these women to comprehend the altered meaning of

their daily existence. In some entries, these women enjoyed the tasks set before them, eager

! Lucy Rebecca Buck. Shadows on My Heart: The Civil War Diary of Lucy Rebecca Buck of Virginia. Ed.
Elizabeth R. Baer (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 1997), xv.

2 Drew Gilpin Faust, “A War Story for Confederate Women” in Southern Stories: Slaveholders in Peace and
War, ed. Drew Gilpin Faust (London: University of Missouri Press, 1992), 161.
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to become more productive in their households. At other times, the diary writers were tired
and frustrated, desperate for their new lifestyles to end. But, although they wrote about these
new “labors”, most women did not view these changes as redefining Southern womanhood.
With war comes necessity, and, as an old saying states, “Necessity is the of the mother
of invention.” This could not be better illustrated than in the case of Confederate women
during the Civil War, particularly of the upper and middle classes of Southern class structure.
As thousands of men were shipped off to war, and many lost in battle, vacancies in
occupations grew, and no one was available in the South to fill them. No one, that is, except
women. Desperate, and with no other plausible alternative, the Confederacy turned to
women, calling them to fulfill new roles they were once banned from. Illustrated by a
statement in Catherine Clinton and Christine Lunardini’s book, The Columbia Guide to
American Women In the Nineteenth Century, “women in both the North and the South were
drafted for labor that would have been unsuitable and unthinkable for them before the war.”
Clinton and Lunardini argue that women “although they were expected to remain true women,
patriotically serving on the home front”, as they were called to fill male occupations, “women
found gender conventions were suspended during the difficulties of wartime.” At this time,
many women were placed in a position where they had to confront new physical, mental, and
emotional roles as they were given new independence.’ This struggle between newly granted

independence, and the binds of “true womanhood”, resonates throughout Southern women’s

history.

3 Catherine Clinton and Christine Lunardini, The Columbia Guide to American Women in the Nineteenth
Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 83.
4 Clinton and Lunardini, 83.

5 George Rable, Civil Wars: Women and the Crisis of Southern Nationalism (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 1989), 78, 96.
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In the South, true womanhood was defined by separate spheres, which encompassed
domestic ideology. This sphere, arising from separate sphere ideology, had confined women
to the home for decades prior to the war. “To a woman it belongs...to elevate the intellectual
character of her household [and] to kindle the fires of mental activity in childhood.”® They
were expected to fulfill the Southern stereotype of woman as a frail and feminine, embodying
chastity, piety, and purity.” As stated by Barbara Berg in her book, The Remembered Gate:
Origins of American Feminism, “The insistence that woman’s sphere be limited to the home
became the prevailing dogma of nineteenth-century faith.”® Great debate exists about the
cause of the split between male and female “spheres”, and scholar Catherine Clinton argues
that it came from the development of manufacturing and industrialization.” Whether this is
the case, what is essential to the split is the idea that females did not belong in the cruel,
harsh, and selfish public world of men.!® The wife and mother of a household was expected
to be pure and nurturing, the antithesis of the character men assumed beyond the threshold of
their homes.'' Women were seen as “the special guardians, not only of the home, but of
democracy itself.”'? A woman was the pinnacle of domestic virtue and morality, shiel.ding
her home from the harsh outside world, aiding men in feeling better about their competitive
and greedy character in the public world.

The justification of the assignment of these roles to women lay in the theory that

women were naturally suited to fulfill the role of the tender and moral center of the home.

$ patricia Cline Cohen, Susan M. Hartmann, Michael P. Johnson, Alan Lawson, James L. Roark, and Sarah
Stage, The American Promise: A History of the United States (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000), 267.

7 Catherine Clinton, The Other Civil War (New York: Hill and Wang, 1984), 39.

¥ Barbara Berg, The Remembered Gate: Origins of American Feminism (New York: University of Oxford Press,
1978), 67.

® Clinton, 23.

' Berg, 68-69.

" Berg, 68-69.

12 Berg, 68.
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Women were viewed as passive and intellectually inferior, incapable of possessing the skills
required of a person in the public sphere. According to Berg, one reason separate spheres
ideology arose was due to men’s need to exert control over women because men were
incapable of controlling the outside world they were now expected to participate in. She
argues that women became “imprisoned” by the male’s need to create differences between
men, as the class structure became weaker due to the creation of a middle class and the advent
of industrialization. Unable to create these differences between each other, men began to

create them between themselves and women, forcing a seemingly rigid gender division into

place.l3

Science also aided in widening the gap between men and women, reinforcing separate
spheres through empirical means. A woman was proclaimed to be of “vulnerable character
due to a larger nervous system,” being labeled a “creature of passion”.” Regarded as delicate
and defenseless by nature, women were considered to be too weak for serious academia,
strenuous work, and to deal with “reality”. They were secluded from the outside world,
dependent upon husbands and male relatives, yet told that they were integral to society.
Although they were seen as delicate creatures, they were expected to tend to the sick, staying
bedside for prolonged periods of time in order to serve the ill in a maternal manner befitting
of a woman’s domestic role.!> While they were expected to be moral paragons in order to
teach their children virtues, as well as be a child’s introduction to the academic world and a
caretaker for the ill, a woman was not allowed act in this manner beyond the confines of their

homes, as it would be unbefitting of her nature. As shown in a statement by Clinton,

'3 Berg, 70-75.
" Berg, 76.
'S Berg, 72-104.
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“women were expected to fulfill the dictates of their domestic roles as well as provide the
family with an unimpeachable moral example.”"®

While women received an education, it was a limited one that focused upon the
ultimate goal of servicing others, as mothers taught their daughters to conform.'” A girl’s
education depended primarily upon her parent’s beliefs about women’s education. Some
fathers went to great lengths to give their daughters an enriching education, but not for the
purpose of elevating her position as a woman. Rather, fathers wanted their daughters to
become intellectual and respectable young ladies who possessed proper social graces and
domestic skills. Much of this scholastic instruction was superficial and was a means of
entering into high society. While many elite girls did attending boarding schools, they were
often taught painting and needlework alongside botany and chemistry. The center many
school curriculums, though, was upon producing exceptional wives and mothers."®

Southern women, despite myth, were no strangers to working long hours at arduous
tasks. Indeed, employment, as defined by Frances B. Cogan, was “any productive labor;”
while women themselves knew this, society refused to recognize it, as it went against separate
spheres. 19 «For the plantation mistress, her performance in her daily obligations was a
measure of how well she could live up to the womanly standard set forth in the plantation
myth.””® On the home front, Southern white women “were expected not only to keep the

‘home fires burning’ but to chop wood as well.”?! They planted beans, corn, vegetables, and

1° Clinton, 148.

7 Clinton, 51.

18 Rable, 19-21.

12 Frances B. Cogan, All American Girl: The Ideal of Real Womanhood in Mid-Nineteenth-Century America
(Athens and London: The University of Georgia Press, 1989), 200.

20 p onit Charon Gechter, “The Plantation Mistress” (Senior Honors Thesis, University of California, Santa
Barbara, 1996), 18.

2! Clinton and Lunardini, 83.
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grain to feed the plantation, as well as slaughtered pigs and churned butter.”> Women cared
for their slave “family”, providing them with food, clothing, shelter, medical care, and
religious instruction.” Although the majority of women in the antebellum South did not labor

in the public realm, most women labored producing goods and administering services that

were valuable to the plantation.

Virginia and Women

The state of Virginia holds characteristics that make it an important place to study in
reference to women during the Civil War. It was the most important state in the Confederacy
in terms of population, industrial resources, and proximity of the national capital. Over eighty
percent of males aged seventeen to fifty in Virginia served in the army or war related
industries.?* In Virginia, tobacco was the main source of the state’s wealth, as the
manufacturing of tobacco was done primarily in Virginia, and the product did not need to be
shipped elsewhere to be finished.?’ In fact, the tobacco industry employed forty-five percent
of Richmond’s, the state capital of Virginia, population.”® During the 1850s, onc of
Virginia’s five regions, Tidewater, had 16,241 farms and plantations, or 1.6 farm and/or
plantation per square mile, a figure that illustrates how much land could be allotted to tobacco

growth.27 The iron industry was also prosperous, as Richmond housed Tredegar Iron Works,

which produced railroad tracks, large cannons, and other iron goods.?* There were iron

22 Clinton and Lunardini, 83 and Clinton, 23.
2 Clinton, 23.

2 William Blair, Virginia's Private War: Fi eeding Body and Soul in the Confederacy, 1861-1865 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 4-5.

B John Majewski, A House Dividing (United Kingdoms: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 144.
26 Majewski, 162.

27 Majewski, 158.

% Majewski, 161.



Davidson 7

furnaces in Alleghany, Botecourt, and Rockbridge counties as well.”’ Virginia had also
sparked an agricultural reform movement in order to improve the economy, as well as avoid
suffering a loss of power to Northerners or Southern manufacturers and merchants at the same
time. In order to do this, the state began to encourage mechanical arts, manufacturing, and the
production of home goods, such as homespun clothing.”

As stated before, Virginia was a border state, which presented problems surrounding
secession when the war broke. The state had a great deal of pride invested in being identified
as a Southern state, and it wanted to be a leader in both the South and the Union.”! Because
Virginia had a more dispersed slave population compared to other Southemn states, Virginians
were more concerned about infringements upon liberty than slavery.3? The state housed a
great deal of “state pride, revolutionary heritage, and notions of liberty,” that gave its
inhabitants a cause for fighting.> And, because of its location on the border between the
Union and Confederate states, “unlike the Deep South, war presented an immediate threat
against the state, bringing armies into Virginia with disastrous consequenc:es.”34

In relation to women, Virginia presented certain problems and opportunities. “Women
living in invaded areas had more hardships than those living in areas the Union had not gotten
to,” especially in northern Virginia.3 5 This is particularly true of Richmond:

as the Confederate capital, it provided white middle- and working-class women

with extensive opportunities for employment in traditional and nontraditional

occupations on a scale unheard of before the war beagan and far exceeding those
available to women in most Southern communities. L

? Blair, 18.

% Blair, 24-27.

31 Blair, 24-25.

32 Blair, 4-11.

3 Blair, 32.

3 Blair, 30.

3 Bill Irvin Wiley, Confederate Women (London: Greenwood Press, 1975), 150.



Davidson 8

The Confederate government turned to women to fill vacant clerk positions.”” “Women
volunteered as nurses, cooks, and seamstresses” during the war as well.*® Illustrated by E.
Susan Barbexf, some women were working prior to the war, allowing an easier transition for

some women into certain positions:

Of the 171 white and fr.ee black women who appeared in the manufacturing
schedule of the 1860 Richmond census, the majority, 69 percent, labored as

sh:ltzmakearg’ assistants, milliners, hoopskirt makers, tailors’ helpers, and mantua
makers...

Also, women created charitable organizations to help alleviate the pressures of war, such as

Lucy Otey and Mrs. John Speed, who started the Ladies Relief Hospital for Confederate

soldiers during the war.*’

Women’s Labor During the Civil War

Laura F. Edwards, in her book Scarlett Doesn’t Live Here Anymore: Southern Women
in the Civil War Era, concentrates upon the roles these women played prior to, and during, the
war. She states that planter class women were more likely to remain loyal to the Confederate
government and ideology because they had more invested (mainly slavery) in the survival of
the Confederacy. They were also more likely to remain loyal to the patriarchal social
structure that perpetrated domestic ideology, as they “saw the war in terms of their men’s
social, economic, and political position.”41 For this reason, women accepted one of the first

occupations they were called to in order to maintain their already established way of life; they

36 usan Barber, “Cartridge Markers and Myrmidon Viragos” in Negotiating Boundaries of Southern
Womanhood, ed. Janet L. Coryell, Thomas H. Appleton, Jr., Anastatia Sims, and Sandra Gioia Treadway,
(London: University of Missouri Press, 2000), 200.

% Blair, 87.

% Blair, 38.

% Barber, 200.

“ Blair, 38, 96-97.

41 | aura F. Edwards, Scarlett Doesn’t Live Here Anymore: Southern Women in the Civil War Era (Chicago:
University of Illinois, 2000), 72.
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were asked to manage the farms and plantations their male relatives had left behind in leaving
to fight in the war. This was especially true in Virginia, as a large portion of the state was
farm and plantation land. Women had been quite involved in work on farms and plantations
before as “most housewives actively managed their households, and even when slaves did
much of the cooking and cleaning, white women sewed and devoted considerable time to
child care,” but not in the same manner as they were once the Civil War struck. 2 As stated
by Clinton, “farm wives,..., were expected to continue raising food and providing clothing,
not only for themselves but for the enlisted men as well.” “They stepped up domestic
production, organizing the making of cloth, foods, and other basic items on their
plantations.”44 In a situation were elite white women were coping with “reduced privilege
and affluence”, they took on the added stress of “new responsibilities for plantation economy
and slave society.”* As stated by Faust, Glymph, and Rable, “slavery’s demise combined
with the war’s economic hardships forced even elite women to tackle unfamiliar domestic
chores.”*® This was wholly novel to some women, such as Fannie Christian, who wrote a
June 1862 letter to the war office requesting the discharge of her husband because she knew
nothing about managing a farm and had no one to teach her. 41 Other women had already

performed many of the duties now required of them. Some of these chores included raising

“ Rable, 9.

* Clinton, 86.

“ Edwards, 76.

% Drew Gilpin Faust, Thavolia Glymph, and George C. Rable, “A Woman’s War; Southern Women in the Civil
War” in A Woman's War: Southern Women, Civil War, and the Confederate Legacy. ed. Edward D.C. Campbell,
Jr. and Kym S. Rice (Charlottesville: The University of Virginia Press, 1996), 16.

“® Faust, Glymph, and Rable, 3.

47 Edward D.C. Campbell, Jr. and Kym S. Rice, “Voices from the Tempest: Southern Women’s Wartime
Experiences” in A Woman's War: Southern Women, Civil War, and the Confederate Legacy. ed. Edward D.C.
Campbell and Kym S. Rice (Charlottesville: The University of Virginia Press, 1996), 79.
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pildren, cooking, sewing, and spinning cloth.** Other, more physical, activities included
aising food crops, plowing fields, reaping the harvest, and killing animals for nourishment.
These women also chopped firewood, made shoes, and created medicines for illnesses.”

Overwhelmed by their newfound autonomy and role as slave manager, women often
Jeferred judgment to local males and their husbands (through letters), seeking advice about
the management of slave plantations. This reliance upon male judgment kept the domestic
sphere intact, as women were not actively thinking independently of males. Some women did
pecome involved in bookkeeping, fearing that male overseers and merchants would attempt to
con them out of money due to their supposed ignorance of plantation finances. Growing
weary of constant questions and skepticism from overseers and slaves, women forced
themselves to become more reliant upon their own judgments.50

The most difficult problem women faced, though, was slave rebellion during a time in
which they most needed compliance. This is illustrated by George Rable when he states “just
as women had begun to master the skills required for running a farm or plantation, their
authority over their slaves steadily evaporated.”51 This is demonstrated in Fannie Christian’s
letter to the war department, in which she writes that she has “no one to correct them when
they do [wrong] 52 yyithout a white male to rely upon, women grew stronger in their
determination to succeed and keep their family alive. As affirmed by Drew Faust, “the female
slave manager necessarily served as a pillar of the South’s political order.”® Congress,

though, began to question the ability of women to hold the slaves from rebellion. In April of

* Faust, Glymph, and Rable, 3.
® Wiley, 147.
:‘: Rable, 113-114.
> Rable, 118.
Campbell and Rice, 79.
% Drew Gilpin Faust, Mothers of Invention (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), 54.
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1862, Congress began debating this, and by October, they had passed a conscription law that
allowed one white male per every twenty slaves to be exempted from military service in order
protect plantations, as well as the paternalistic structure society relied upon. Through this,
Congress “hoped to maintain agricultural output and provide security for women left on the
plantations,” but, as Rable states, they “managed to do neither while pleasing no one.””
Within months of the bill’s passage, women saw that they would not be able to seek the
assistance of white males in controlling their slaves.”

In the midst of the battle over the conscription law, women found that they were
forced to manage a slave institution quite different than the one their male counterparts
managed. As stories of slave insurrections caught fire across the South, women grew more
apprehensive about the independence they were given.’® They also realized, though, that,
after being denied protection when the Confederate government and its citizens had
recognized the apparent slave threat, as well as the assumed female incapability of managing
a plantation, “many women would be impelled to question — even if implicitly — the logic of
their willing acceptance of their inferiority.””’ Being constantly confronted with tales of slave
rebellion, women began to employ the physical coercion seen as necessary for slave
management, coercion that was traditionally administered by men. When women enveloped
this responsibility, it signified their movement from the fragile and weak female into a new

8
role, an altered “sphere”.5

54 Rable, 84.

55 Faust, Mothers of Invention, 54-55.
% Clinton, 57.

57 Clinton, 59.

%8 Clinton, 63-64.
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Nursing also became an occupation dominated by women out of necessity. Hospital
work was seen as appropriate for women as long as it was temporary and did not interfere
with domestic duties. This, though, became near impossible as the war waged on and the
number of injuries grew to catastrophic proportions, especially in the constant battleground of
Virginia. A variety of women, imbued with sympathy for soldiers, gravitated toward nursing
»s an outreach of their maternal roles within the home.” As shown by Faust, the idea that a
wwoman’s moral and emotional attributes uniquely fitted her for hospital work gained strength
and currency,” allowing for women to move guiltlessly into the profession. 8 In the
beginning, women “raised money, set up hospitals near the camps, and opened wayside
hospitals at railroad for sick and wounded men on their way home.”®! Slowly, they became
more incorporated into the medical framework of the Civil War, and introduced nursing into
the professional world.s? During the course of the war, Rable notes a change in ideology
surrounding women due to their transition into nursing. Women were now seen as brave,
strong, loving, and refined, gaining endurance and perseverance through their work.%?

Although there was only a combined 3200 women employed as nurses between the
North and South (the majority these women were from the North), the Confederate Congress
recognized the efforts of these women in an 1862 bill that defined the duties of a nurse, how
many nurses should be staffed, and set their salaries. Congress also stated that females were
preferred for nursing positions.64 A nurse’s primary job was to cook and keep the ward clean,

but they also assisted doctors and comforted soldiers. In attempting to perform their duties,

% Faust, Mothers of Invention, 92.
% Faust, Mothers of Invention, 92.
¢! Rable, 121.
¢ Rable, 121.
% Rable, 127.
% Rable, 122.
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they dealt with persons who detested the idea of women in the medical profession. While
women believed that the war was just as much theirs as that of a man’s, public opinion did not
necessarily concur.®® One reporter for the Southern Monthly expressed this sentiment when
he wrote: “Ladies...should be satisfy themselves with making clothes for soldiers and
providing ‘comforts and delicacies’ for camp and hospital.”® Others believed that nursing
was inappropriate for women because it required work outside the home, the possibility of
opposing male doctors, and “’intimacy with male bodies.””’

Although women made some remarkable improvements in the profession, Faust
argues that participation did not raise a woman’s self-confidence. While women greatly
reduced the mortality rate (five percent below that of the rate recorded in male-headed
hospitals), they did not come out and volunteer in the numbers the Confederate government
had hoped for. 68 «yhether southern women feared losing their respectability, their lives, or
simply the comforts of home,” Faust states, “they did not volunteer for hospital work in the
numbers needed in the face of mounting casualties.”® Many women were still overcome with
the belief that it was indecent for a woman to be a nurse, and often employed their husbands
and male relatives as excuses not to volunteer for the profession.m Also, as shown in the
following quote, in some instances women were ushered out of hospital volunteer positions:
«“When Gordon hospital reopened, the ladies of the hospital association were chagrined to

discover that they had very little to do in the reorganized hospital”, as food donations were no

65 Rable, 124-126.

6 Faust, Mothers of Invention, 93. ) ;

¢ Cheryl Wells, «Battle Time: Gender, Modernity, and Confederate Hospitals,” Journal of Social History 352
(2001): 409.

¢ Rable, 128.

% Faust, Mothers of Invention, 108.

70 Faust, Mothers of Invention, 110.




Davidson 14

longer needed.” Due to this, people viewed nursing as a female profession to be a failure in
experimentation with gender ideology, as their accomplishments meant little in the postwar
South.™

Lastly, women were employed as teachers and government clerks to fill the vacancies
left by men who went to war. Middle class women generally chose teaching above all other
professions, as many felt forced into labor because their families were deprived of their
former support by Federal invasions.” Few had the formal training that was required for the
profession, though, and many faced fierce opposition from both family and peers.”*
Encouragement existed as well, and many men, including Calvin Wiley, the superintendent of
common schools in North Carolina, believed that “°...there is no employment better suited to
the female nature...than in the business of forming the hearts and minds of the young.”””’ In
fact, as noted by Rable, “in the nineteenth century, the schoolroom seemed a safe and proper
place for women to practice their nurturing skills, and even in the South the number and
proportion of female instructors steadily increased.”’® To further affirm this, Clinton states
that, by 1870, of the 200,000 primary and secondary school instructors, more than half were
77 The only problem that arose from this new opening for women was that they

womein.

lacked the necessary requirements for being an effective teacher. Suffering from poor

education themselves, they were not well equipped with knowledge to impart to their

students, particularly their male students. Realizing this, many advocated the reform of

7! Glenna R. Schroeder-Lien, Confederate Hospitals on the Move (Columbia, South Carolina: University of
South Carolina Press, 1994), 51.

7 Rable, 128.

? Wiley, 24.

7 Rable, 129-130.

7 Faust, Mothers of Invention, 82.

6 Rable, 28.

" Clinton, 46.
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female education, as long as it was to benefit others (such as being educated for the purpose
of teaching), advancing a woman’s career along with the advancement of the Confe:deracy.78

As previously mentioned, women worked as government clerks. This profession arose
primarily from the pleas of women to the government in seeking employment for survival
during the war. Richmond provided excellent opportunities for women seeking employment
in this field, as it was home to the Confederate “central” government. Many of these women
were from the upper and middle class, as they were better educated and well connected to
people in the Confederate government. As most of the women were employed in the
Treasury and War departments, their primary job was to sign banknotes, and the Confederate
government wanted this done in neat handwriting. Wealthier women were more likely to be
educated in the art of handwriting, and were therefore more likely to be hired.” A few
women were also employed with the Post Office Department as postmistresses. Others were
employed in other departments, for example the Quartermaster’s Department, performing
duties such as coping, washing, cleaning, and sewing uniforms, knapsacks, and other
articles.”
Current Debate

As argued by Drew Gilpin Faust, women were not necessarily willing to join the
working force to aid the war effort; rather, many women had to be cajoled into it.5! She

argues that most women engaged in “labor in order to ensure both their own survival and that

" Faust, Mothers of Invention, 83-85.

™ Faust, Mothers of Invention, 88-91.

% Rable, 131-133. }

% Drew Gilpin Faust, “Altars of Sacrifice: Confederate Women and the Narratives of War,” The Journal of

American History 76, no. 4 (March 1990): 1201.
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of the Confederacy.” In fact, the Confederate government played an integral role in
reshaping domestic ideology to better it the new roles they wanted women to take. They
began to bring women into the spotlight as active participants in the war, evidenced by the
April 1862 proclamation thanking women for their “’ardent devotion. ..unremitting labors and
sacriﬁce:s.”’83 The government and media began to praise women for their wartime effort,
sending the message that women were fighting effectively alongside men by keeping the
home front stable. This defense of women’s importance to the war effort was employed in
order to ensure women’s active and positive participation in the war, thereby keeping them
from calling their husbands, sons, and other male relatives back home.® Further expressed by
Rable, women were allowed to step outside of the domestic sphere out of necessity. Due to
the fact that Southern society believed peace would return women to the domestic sphere,
there was no real concern about them temporarily stepping outside it.¥° This is why,
according to Faust, women were capable of stepping outside of their proscribed role as

Southern belle.

Catherine Clinton presents an opposing view of women’s desire to be involved in the
Civil War, stating: “womeﬁ perceived that they might extend female jurisdiction into the
public and hitherto exclusively male realm by using their ‘domestic’ role as a lever.”®® This is
supported by previous discussion about arguments employed by women to foster acceptance
of women into the work force. Clinton believed that women used these arguments as a

“springboard” into the public sphere, from which they could launch themselves into positions

8 Faust, Mothers of Invention, 51.
8 Faust, “Altars of Sacrifice”, 1201-1203. ‘
% Faust, “Altars of Sacrifice”, 1203-1204.

% Rable, 112.

8 Clinton, 41-42.
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of power. While these women did accept their subordination under the separate sphere
deology, and acknowledged their place as the domestic contributor, they realized that they
could move this position into the public sphere without compromising their own beliefs about
their place in society.”” Unfortunately, as with Faust’s argument, Clinton spends little time
focusing upon this idea. Each author concentrated a far greater amount of writing space on
describing women’s duties, lapsing into recovery history rather than analyt'ic history.

Creating an Identity Through Diaries

Jo Burr Margadant, author of The New Biography, addresses the issue of analyzing
women’s diaries in an era in which women were painted as docile, deferent, and unintelligent
creatures who enjoyed their roles as such.®® In her chapter titled “Constructing Selves in
Historical Perspective”, Burr focuses upon how to read through these diaries in order to
extract the essential pieces of these often-vague works. Although she analyzes the diaries of
eight nineteenth century Frenchwomen who were raised to celebrity status during their life, as
well as post-mortem, the similarities between the French and American societies, and their
placement of women, are too strong to ignore. Therefore, Margadant’s work becomes an
excellent tool for analyzing white elite women’s diaries during the Civil War.

Margadant states that the women she studied lived in a place and era in which women
were limited as to how they could present themselves in public, and these limits were rapidly
growing narrower. Their public self began to run counter to their public presence. As
Margadant states, “women who ignored or sought to expand existing stereotypes faced a

daunting and never-ending task controlling others’ opinions of their femininity.”89 It is likely

¥ Clinton, 41-42.
% Jo Burr Margadant. The New Biography. (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2000).

9 Margadant, 2.
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hat women wrote histories and commentaries from the fringe for this reason, as they were
expecwd to remain on the fringe of public situations.”® Due to this, it is important for one to
grasp the «symbolic world from which they [women] construct meaning in their lives™ in
order 10 understand how these women assume an identity. %! This symbolic world was
epitomized through the cultural definitions of masculinity and femininity in nineteenth
century America, and how these definitions were worked to settle females in relation to social
power.

Margadant often refers to the self, one who she believes “is performed to create an
impression of coherence or an individual with multiple selves whose different manifestations
reflect the passage of time, the demands and options of different settings, or the varieties of
ways that others seek to represent that person.”? This is illustrated by Lucy Rebecca Buck, a
young woman living in Virginia during the Civil War who has two distinct selves throughout
her diary: the southern belle and the domestic laborer. In exploring Buck’s person,
Margadant suggests that one should look at the nature of inventing selves. As each social
location grants a limited number of alternatives for the creation of a possible self, women’s
«“use of accepted notions of femininity in unconventional places did more than create new

opportunities for themselves.”™”

Another book that offers insight into gender and identity through writing is Haunted
Bodies: Gender and Southern Texts, edited by Anne Goodwyn Jones and Susan V.
Donaldson. In their introductory essay, “Haunted Bodies: Rethinking the South Through

Gender”, they examine southern women’s writing during the period in which domestic
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ideology dominated. As stated, “certainly hierarchical and dichotomous gender constructions
took a prominent place in antebellum proslavery ideology,” underlining the importance of
studying the following women in their cultural context.”® To Jones and Donaldson, “looking
af the region through a lens of gender reveals a South uneasily balancing polarized stereotypes
of manhood and womanhood with the never-ending process of negotiating boundaries
between ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’...”.*® This is exemplified by a quote from William
Harper, a proslavery champion, in reference to women in the South, in which he states:
“here, there is that certain and marked line, above which there is no toleration or allowance
for any approach to license of manners or conduct, and she who falls below it, will fall far
below even a slave.””?® Harper illustrates the intense pressure Southern women were under to
be the dainty, dutiful belle who did not cross the strict gender code they were forced to abide
by. This did not prevent women from attempting to comprehend their multiple identities.
Mary Chesnut, a prominent Virginian woman during the war, wrote a diary and revised it for
publishing in the 1880s. In this diary, “Chesnut worked ;)ut innovations within a female
tradition of literary form while she played the lady in her everyday life.””’ Through diary

to break through the confines of her sphere during the war. In this,

writing, she found a way

she represented multiple voices that she no longer understood in familiar ways.”® This

analysis of Chesnut becomes integral to the study of the following five women’s diaries, as

she lived through experiences almost parallel to that of the following women, and found a
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