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“Beyond the Home and into the Nation”
ose seven words, the last words of Daughters of
the Union, sum up the thesis of Nina Silber’s work. is
book engaged me from the beginning. I was anticipating a recitation of the many noble sacriﬁces displayed by
Northern women during the war. ere would have been
nothing wrong with another book chronicling the contributions of the many women who suddenly found themselves in the position of breadwinners, entrepreneurs,
and heads of households as they gave their men to the
gods of war. However, Nina Silber has used the changes
in women’s roles during the war to illustrate the changing relationship between women and their emerging
public lives, and subsequently their relationship with the
federal government. ese relationships would become
symbiotic and consequently aﬀect all aspects of life in the
post-Civil War United States.

Northern soldiers wrote leers from the front describing their experiences and voicing their concerns
about ﬁghting the war to preserve the Union. As women
read these leers, they began to look beyond the ﬁght
to subdue the rebellious states and instead began the
process of identifying with the cause of preserving the
Union. ey began openly to take an interest in newspaper reports of the war and formed opinions regarding
the conﬂict, while early in the war they had been concerned with supplying handmade items to their loved
ones. Women soon realized they needed to concern
themselves with all soldiers who were ﬁghting to preserve the Union. ey began to believe that their eﬀort
on the home front in support of the soldiers was just as
important as the military actions of any regiment in the
Union Army. is was, in fact, very true as the war would
prove to be a turning point in military administration and
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government to account for its role in the war. “Haven’t
we sent our Fathers; our Brothers; our dear Husbands
to support you?” (p. 133). Women on the home front
believed that “if women lent their support to the government … did it not then mean that the government
must be accountable to its women?” (p. 133). ey petitioned elected oﬃcials for pensions, ﬁnancial relief for
their families and for the release of their loved ones from
military service so they might return home. Yet this was
a government that did not give women the ability to actively participate in the federal machine through the vote.
As the government began to review and grant some of
these requests, Silber states that it became a crucial moment in the relationship between women and the federal bureaucracy. “e march into civic life also brought
a redeﬁnition of women’s subordination. Many shied
their dependency from male breadwinners at home to the

nation-state and in the process submied to public oﬃcials’ scrutiny of their private lives” (p. 281). Women
allowed the government to investigate their claims for
pensions in order to support themselves and their families. Although the war might seem to have been a great
stride for the women’s movement, it was, in fact, also another measure of subordination to the male-dominated
agencies of the Federal government.
Daughters of the Union is an important tome in the
canon of Civil War women’s studies. One is able to see
the foundation of today’s centralized government and its
bureaucracy. Dr. Silber brings a fresh perspective to
the active participation of Northern women during the
war. Her thesis is well documented and should be required reading in Civil War history programs and political science curriculum, in addition to women’s studies
programs.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:
hp://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.
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