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	Foreign Policy Research Institute
Wachman Center

	
	Classroom Lessons: 

America in the Civil War Era, 1829-77


The Civil War: A Woman’s War

Chuck Taft, University School of Milwaukee (2008)

Grades:
6-8

Objective:
Students will discuss and evaluate the role of women in the American Civil War and the impact of the Civil War on women on the home front.

Overview:
After brainstorming possible roles that women played in the Civil War and the impact the war had on women, students participate in a reader’s theater to learn historical content. The processing activity involves students crafting a journal entry describing the role of women in the war.

Time: 

1-2 class periods
Standards:
U.S. History, Era 5, Civil War and Reconstruction, Standard 2 - The course and character of the Civil War and its effects on the American people

Standard 2B - The student understands the social experience of the war on the battlefield and homefront. 

· The student will be able to compare women's homefront and battlefront roles in the Union and the Confederacy. [Compare and contrast differing sets of ideas]

· The student will be able to compare the human and material costs of the war in the North and South and assess the degree to which the war reunited the nation. [Examine historical perspectives]
Resources

· Women of the American Civil War Era (http://americancivilwar.com/women/women.html )
· Jane Schultz, Ten Common Myths about Women in the Civil War and How to Dispel Them, FPRI FootNotes, 7/2008. [See also accompanying video]

· Civil War Women: Primary Sources on the Internet (http://library.duke.edu/specialcollections/bingham/guides/cwdocs.html)
· Women’s Activities During the Civil War: A Select List of Photographs, Library of Congress (http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/107_civw.html)

· Hearts at Home: Southern Women in the Civil War Era, University of Virginia. (http://www.lib.virginia.edu/speccol/exhibits/hearts/)

· Women Soldiers of the Civil War, National Archives
(www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/spring_1993_women_in_the_civil_war_1.html)
· Drew Gilpin Faust, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (Knopf, 2008) and Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the American Civil War (UNC Press, 1996)
Procedure

1. Share the objective of the activity with students.

2. Have students brainstorm about the possible roles that women could have played in the Civil War and the possible impact that the war would have had on women. Students should use the brainstorming section of “A Woman’s War” to record their own ideas silently for a few minutes. As an entire class, create a list, with each student adding one idea to each section of the chart until the ideas run out. Students can elaborate on their ideas if time permits and also make correlations to past or present wars.

3. To provide students with the historical content to support (or refute) their ideas, assign roles from “A Woman’s War” reader’s theater. Allow students time to read over their parts, highlight or underline any difficult words, and come up with some creative ideas to bring the scene to life. 
4. Have students perform the reader’s theater. After each scene, allow students to complete the notes section of the “A Woman’s War” document. Respond to any questions. At the end of the theater, ask student if they have any further questions as a class. If some arise, utilize print and internet resources to find the answers as a class, or assign individual questions to students to answer.

5. If it is available, a great supplementary video is "She Ranks Me" from Episode V of The Civil War by Ken Burns, beginning at 53:31-56:34. The segment offers some great primary-source quotes about women in the war.
6. The processing assignment involves students’ using some internet sites and their women knowledge from the reader’s theater to craft a journal or diary entry from the Civil War. The assignment can be completed as a class activity or as an outside assignment for a unit portfolio. 
A WOMAN’S WAR

BRAINSTORM

	What role did women play in the Civil War?
	How did the Civil War affect women?
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Harper’s Weekly image from www.sonofthesouth.net/Winslow_Homer_Civil_War.htm
	The Civil War has been called “a woman’s war”, due to the impact women had on supporting the war effort on both sides of the conflict. In this activity, your class will be taking part in a reader’s theater activity that dramatizes many of the ways in which women supported the war effort, as well as the ways in which the war affected women on the home front.

Make sure you read over your script ahead of time to identify any difficult words or terms that you are unsure of. Ask for help on pronunciation before you perform!




HISTORICAL FACTS

	What role did women play in the Civil War?
	How did the Civil War affect women?

	
	


A WOMAN’S WAR

Reader’s Theater

SCENE I - Three Southern women from the Deep South are sitting at a table, discussing their plight as the war grinds on to a third year.

Southerner #1 - When will this horrible war end? I don’t know how much longer my family can last. What with prices going high as the sky, and most of the men in the town gone to soldierin’ … or worse … (sobbing) I don’t know how much more I can take!

Southerner #2 – We must keep the faith, my friend. We are small, we are outnumbered, but we are fighting hard in the field! Bobby Lee is giving the Yankees a run for their money up in Virginia! I just hope that we can keep hold of the Mississippi River. If we fall in the West, it may be all over here in the Deep South.

Southerner #3 – You’re right, you’re right – we must stay in support of the war. I remember, after the shots at Fort Sumter, one newspaper wrote that “The greatest danger to the new Confederacy arises not from without, not from the North, but from our own people”. It seems more and more Southerners are opposed to the war!

Southerner #1 – (Through tears) And why shouldn’t they be opposed to this godforsaken war? Not everyone wants to fight to keep slavery – like me! We live on a small farm with no slaves, like most of the South. What will this war do for me? What will the war do for all of the poor? This is a rich man’s war … and my man is so far from rich …

Southerner #2 – I can see your point. The blockade is taking away many of the products we have come accustomed to using, and the inflation is out of control. It’s getting harder and harder to make do with what we have …

Southerner #1 – (crying hysterically) I have to make coffee out of ground okra seeds! Oh, the madness!

Southerner #3 – Think about what happened in Richmond. The poor ladies of the town demanded that the governor give them bread for their young ‘uns. And then the riot broke out, and they smashed windows and looted stores! There were over a thousand women there.

Southerner #2 – I heard that too – but then Jeff Davis came out and emptied his pockets, and told everyone to leave, or the militia would come. He showed who’s in charge.

Southerner #3 – Are you talking about the same Jeff Davis? He’s getting challenged by his own cabinet … by his own Vice President, mind you! He has been criticized in many of the papers that have survived the war, and he has suspended the writ of habeas corpus. He might as well live with Lincoln, for all I care. 

Southerner #1 – (wiping away tears) And how about that great idea of “cotton diplomacy”? That plan has failed miserably, since them Europeans don’t need our cotton no more. And you know what?  Now we have all these fields full of cotton, just going to waste. Have you tried to eat cotton? Huh? It just don’t taste good! And we can’t just switch to growing food. It ain’t that easy! I’m so hungry … (crying again)
Southerner #3 – And now our army is taking away most of our men. The exemptions from the draft only helped the rich and connected. It’s a rich man’s war, but a poor man’s fight! I miss my husband so … oh, I hope he is safe.
Southerner #2 – Ladies, the government had to issue the draft. Our re-enlistments were so low after the first year, and the casualties are climbing in both the East and the West. We need more able-bodied boys in uniform. Everyone knows that one of our southern boys can whip ten Yankees with one hand tied behind his back!

Southerner #3 – Unless that southern boy has enough money to pay for a substitute, or can purchase an exemption from a doctor, or is a planter or overseer of 20 slaves or more! Like I said, it’s a poor man’s fight! What’s a woman like me to do? 
Southerner #1 – Oh, when will this horrible war end? (continued sobbing …)
A WOMAN’S WAR

Reader’s Theater

SCENE II - Three women are sitting outside a Union hospital, discussing their thoughts on the war.
Woman #1 – I don’t know how much more I can take of this horror. The sights I have seen in this hospital are enough to take away my spirit, my hope, my sanity!

Woman #2 – We must stay strong and help out in any way we can. There must be thousands of women in hospitals like these, serving as nurses and helping our boys in blue – and I’m sure the ladies of the South are doing the same for their wounded men. What patriotic pride we all have. 
Woman #3 – It’s not just about the love of country, dear. I bet most people think that the women here are all educated and middle class and I have seen many of them working as nurses. But it seems that most of the women are like me – working class ladies who want to help out their country, but also simply need the money. With men away, we must work in order to survive. And some of us, well, …

Woman #2 – What is it, dear? Tell us.

Woman #3 – Some of us have lost our men to this cruel war, and this may be the only respectable employment we can find. The six dollars I made this month is all I can get to support my small children.

Woman #1 – The pay may not be much, but I do think it’s the least we can do for our country. I find it so difficult, yet so touching to write and read letters for the wounded and deliver their medicine. 

Woman #2 – I wish I could do that for the boys … but I can’t read. But I can help with the laundry, wash the floors, cook for the troops … whatever I can do. Whatever we can do as women to help end this war.

Woman #3 – I heard of something else women have done – they have fought on the battlefield!

Woman #1 and Woman #2 – What? 
Woman #3 – Yes, it’s true! Women are bearing arms and charging into battle, my dears! They dress as men, take the names of men, serve as men. I heard one woman, Mary Owens, served for 18 months until she was found to be a woman after being shot in the arm. She came home to a great reception! Maybe I should pick up a gun …

Woman #1 – Oh dear … how could you? After all you have seen in this godforsaken hospital? And what do you know about soldierin’?
Woman #2 – I think we could do it! Most of the boys in blue don’t have any experience either. We can learn to be warriors just like men.

Woman #3 – There wouldn’t be many of us, and we probably won’t make much of a difference – but the fact that we can fight may show that we deserve to be treated as equals. After the war is over, we can push for more rights because of our contributions to the war.

Woman #1 – Ladies, you can try, but with my beautiful face, I don’t think I could ever pass as a man.

Woman #2 – Maybe you could use that beautiful face to lure some information out of a Southerner. Some of the best spies in both the North and South are women. You can use your “womanly ways” …

A WOMAN’S WAR

Reader’s Theater

SCENE III - Five women, two from the North and three from the South, share their memories in the years immediately following the war.

Southern Woman #1 - We both shared many of the same hardships, didn’t we? We saw our husbands, brothers, and sons go off to war, we received the horrible news about casualties, and we shouldered the extra burdens of planting, tending, and harvesting crops. 
Southern Woman #2 - And that was on top of our usual responsibilities of taking care of children and keeping the house in order.

Northern Woman #1 - For us in the North, women played an important role – even if we didn’t always work together. We sewed shirts, knitted socks, collected bandages, organized donations for the war cause …

Northern Woman #2 - Don’t forget about the Sanitary Commissions that we helped to run, sister. We helped the army in more ways than I can count. We provided food for the sick and wounded, collected wine and liquor as tonics for the injured, and even developed a hospital rail car so our poor injured soldiers would be able to return home in some comfort. We even figured out that eating raw potatoes and onions would help cure scurvy in the ranks of our men in uniform!

Northern Woman #1 - And, remember, we were called the “Angels of the Battlefield” because of our work as nurses. Even though we were seen as “out of place” and constantly harassed by doctors, we helped save countless of our boys in blue.

Southern Woman #3 - I too remember the horrible hospitals. It seemed as if an infectious fever was everywhere, and the bad smell was atrocious. They wouldn’t let us get too involved, because that wasn’t ladylike. But we sure did lend a hand.

Northern Woman #2 – We women were so determined in the North – almost too determined! The press spurred us on, and we produced, sometimes too much. I remember one time when we made two thousand pillowcases, when what the men really needed were sheets! Still, the government couldn’t keep up with the necessary production, so we did our best. 
Southern Woman #1 - You know, in the South, we held our own too. We tended the fields, took over the farms, sewed uniforms for our boys, and also helped to care for our sick and wounded soldiers. 
Southern Woman #2 - We gave it our all, didn’t we? We even donated our dress silk for that balloon that gave some sky-high views of the Union troops near Richmond. Oh, what a marvelous sight, that silk dress balloon up in the air … until it was captured by the Federals. Oh, how sad it was in Richmond. The city swelled to twice the size, due to refugees, and almost all of the farmland around the city was devastated by the armies and the battles. 
Southern Woman #3 - I always felt for our boys in uniform …. But I wonder if they knew how bad we had it at home. We had to deal with inflation, and it was so hard to feed our families. We tried to keep up with our farms, but without the labor and the proper tools, many acres of our beautiful farmland were overgrown. That doesn’t even count the land that was destroyed by … (she pauses and looks at the northern women)

Southern Woman #2 - Don’t worry, dear, these ladies will understand. You can say it.

Southern Woman #3 - …. Those awful Yankee troops that came into the beautiful South, destroyed our countryside, and ravaged our towns. It wasn’t safe for a beautiful Southern belle like me!

Northern Woman #1 - I do have to say that we in the North never had to deal with such a fear. It must have been awful. 
Southern Woman #1 - It was, my dear, and we had more to worry about than you in the North. As your Federals in blue came into towns and cities, thousands of southern folk packed up everything they could and hit the road. Once we left our homes, the blue scoundrels pillaged them.

Northern Woman #2 - They were told not to do that! What an outrage!

Southern Woman #1 - I know, but they couldn’t resist the abandoned homes. Household silver was the greatest prize. Some of my friends and myself hid our silver underground, in potato bins, even near our outhouses! You saw nothing like that up in the land of the Yankees.

Northern Woman #2 – At least the awful inflation is done with. Why, in the North, our prices almost doubled on some of the materials we needed to survive.

Southern Woman #2 – Doubled, my friend? Just doubled? In the south, our prices went up by nearly 9,000 percent! My family’s food bill went from almost $7 a month to nearly $70 a month! And the shopkeepers began charging the most heinous prices for the necessities of life. 
Northern Woman #1 – My dears, you must have suffered so much … but then, we all suffered. Let’s just thank the heavens that the horrible war is over and done with, and that we can live in peace again.
A WOMAN’S WAR

Creative Writing
What was it like to be a woman in the Civil War? What role did women play? How did the war affect women in the North and the South? To answer these questions, your task is to write a journal entry or letter from the role of a woman in the North or South. The criteria are:
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· your letter or journal entry should have a date, and your writing should be applicable to the date you select.

· You must have a specific role on one side of the conflict (Southern mother living at home, worker in a Union hospital, soldier disguised as a man, etc.).

· You must include three (3) specific and detailed contributions made by women in the war.

· You must describe three (3) specific and different ways in which the war affected women.

· You must include two (2) references to specific events in the war and your reaction based on your role.

· You should pay attention to the voice of your role.

· Your letter or journal should be handwritten.

Image from http://www.debrawestsmith.com/Copy_of_Sarah_s_diary.jpg
A WOMAN’S WAR

Creative Writing Rubric

	UGH
	OK
	NICE JOB
	OH YEAH!

	Writing only describes one of women’s contributions to war effort

Writing only describes one effect of the war on women

No specific details are provided for historical setting

No attention is paid to voice
Sentences are choppy and difficult to understand
Multiple errors make it more difficult to read the text

No sketch or illustration is present
	Writing briefly describes some of women’s contributions to war effort

Writing briefly describes some of the effect of the war on women

Few details are provided for historical setting

Voice is emerging, but the writing is not very engaged

There are a few awkward word patterns and the sentences clash at times

A few minor errors make it more difficult to read the text

A sketch or illustration doesn’t help tell the story of the writing
	Writing describes some of women’s contributions to war effort

Writing describes some of the effect of the war on women

Some details are provided for historical setting

An authentic voice is present throughout most of the writing the writing

The writing flows naturally and is easy to understand

Conventions facilitate the reading of the text

A sketch or illustration helps tell the story of the writing
	Writing accurately describes women’s contributions to war effort

Writing accurately describes the effect of the war on women

Specific details are provided for historical setting

An authentic voice is present throughout the writing

The flow of the writing adds to the creativity, making the piece authentic as a diary/letter

Conventions add to the impact of the writing

A sketch or illustration adds to the story of the writing


NOTES
