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THE WAR WITHIN A WAR: Wome n Nurs e s  in the  Union Army Ann Doug las  Wood Dr. A. Curtis , pre s ide nt of the
Botánico-Me dical Colle g e  of Ohio  and author of Le cture s  on Midwife ry publis he d in 1836 , lame nte d the
pas s ing  of wome n midwive s , and the  take -ove r of the ir occupation by me n. "The  de s truction of s core s  of
mode rn wome n and infants , and the  mis e rable  condition of multitude s  that e s cape  imme diate  de ath"
te s tifie d all too cle arly, he  be lie ve d, that the  chang e  was  "not made  for the  be tte r ."1 For be tte r or wors e ,
the  chang e  was  ve ry re al. In 16 46 , as  G e rda Le rne r te lls  us , a man had be e n pros e cute d in Maine  for
practicing  as  a midwife . One  hundre d and thirty ye ars  late r, Dr. William S hippe n s tarte d to  le cture  on
midwife ry in Philade lphia. In the  ne xt half ce ntury , me dical s chools  prolife rate d, and s tate  a e r s tate
le g is late d that a phys ician had to  be  lice ns e d to  practice . Profe s s ionaliz ation s e rve d to  drive  wome n from
me dicine  as  it automatically e xclude d the m from formal training , lice ns e s , and he nce  practice .2 As  Victor
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Robins on, the  his torian of nurs ing  in Ame rica, s ums  it up, "in the  chang e  from colonial to  national me dicine ,
the  cas ualty was  woman: woman was  not ig nore d , s he  was  e xpe lle d."3 This  e xpuls ion was  hardly an
unfore s e e n re s ult of profe s s ionaliz ation; rathe r, it was  a de s ire d and s oug ht-a e r e nd. One  Bos ton doctor
boas te d in 1820 : It was  one  of the  firs t and happie s t fruits  of improve d me dical e ducation in Ame rica that
fe male s  we re  e xclude d from practice , and this  has  only be e n e e cte d by the  unite d and pe rs e ve ring  e orts
of s ome  of the  mos t dis ting uis he d individuals  of the  profe s s ion.4 Wome n continue d to  play a role  in the
he aling  proce s s , but it was  a totally unprofe s s ional one . Any s is te r, daug hte r or mothe r was  e xpe cte d to  be
able  to  nurs e  the  s ick of he r hous e hold: inde e d, s he  was  ide aliz e d and g lorifie d as  a be ds ide  watche r.
Catharine  Be e che r's  comparis on of woman's  role  as  he ale r to  that of Je s us  Chris t was  a com1 A. Curtis ,
Le cture s  on Midwife ry and the  Forms  of Dis e as e  Pe culiar to  Wome n and Childre n (Columbus , 1841), p. 9 . 2
G e rda Le rne r, "The  Lady and the  Mill G irl: Chang e s  in the  S tatus  of Wome n in the  Ag e  of Jacks on,"
Midcontine nt Ame rican S tudie s  Journal, X (S pring , 19 6 9 ), 7-8. 3 Victor Robins on, White  Caps : The  S tonj of
Nurs ing  ( Philade lphia and Ne w York, 19 46 ), p. 139 . * Ibid. 19 7 19 8CIVIL WAR HIS TORY monplace .5 Woman's
s ile nt, long -s u e ring  minis try was  the  s ubje ct of countle s s  poe ms  and tale s , but it was  to  hold s way
principally in the  home , us ually he r own, and ne ve r in any circums tance  to  come  into compe tition with the
profe s s ional doctor's  role . William A. Alcott, a Bos ton phys ician and author of many books  on wome n's
he alth, propos e d that all wome n s hould be  traine d to  care  for the  s ick at home . Wome n ne e de d a little
occupation to  s ave  the m from "e nnui," "dis g us t," and e ve n "s uicide ," and the y we re  by nature  be tte r
qualifie d as  nurs e s  than me n: s e lf-s acrific ing  and s e lf-forg e tful, "the y are  forme d for days  and nig hts  and
months  and ye ars  of watchfulne s s ." Not only capable  of s uch marathons  of s e lfle s s ne s s , wome n als o "more
re adily anticipate  our wants ." Naturally, g ive n s uch altruis tic  nature s , the  wome n nurs e s  who are  to  be
e mploye d o icially outs ide  of the ir home s , "can be  e mploye d much che ape r" than me n.6  The  e s s e nce  of
profe s s ionalis m in nine te e nth-ce ntury Ame rica was  compe tition, and compe tition s hould cle arly be
anathe ma to  the  womanly watche r Alcott paints . A roug h barg ain was  be ing  s truck he re  as  in s o  many othe r
occupational fie lds  at the  turn of the  nine te e nth ce ntury. Wome n we re  e xchang ing  s ome  kind of
profe s s ional e xpe rtis e  and o icial re cog nition for a dome s ticate d ve rs ion of the  occupation in que s tion, a
ve rs ion fe d by o icial ve ne ration but s appe d by its  dis tance  from te chnolog ical, s cie ntific  advance  and its
clos e ne s s  to  the  he arth.7 In othe r words , wome n, told that the y had be e n third-rate  profe s s ional doctors ,
we re  promis e d that the y could be  firs t-rate  amate ur nurs e s . The y could no long e r be  midwive s , but the y
could be  madonnas . One  can e ve n s pe culate  that the  s e ntime ntal adulation g rante d the  mothe r watching  at
the  s ickbe d was  a kind of g uilty, if uncons cious ...
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