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Introduction

Nancy F. Cott's Public Vows: A History of Marriage and the Nation argues that marriage in the United
States has never been merely a private relationship between two individuals. It has also been a public
institution shaped by legislatures, courts, administrative rules, citizenship law, property rules, racial
boundaries, and ideas about gender and national identity. Cott traces how governments promoted
monogamous marriage as a social norm while discouraging or penalizing other arrangements,
including polygamy and interracial unions. Her analysis shows that the state’s involvement in
marriage affected who could belong fully to the nation, how husbands and wives were expected to
divide economic and civic roles, and which intimate relationships received legal recognition. The book
therefore links private life with political development. Its central contribution is not simply the
observation that marriage carries public benefits, but the historical demonstration that governments
repeatedly used marriage law to organize citizenship, dependency, race, gender, and social order.
Chapters 2, 5, and 6 are especially useful for tracing that process from local regulation through
national consolidation.

Marriage as a Public Institution

Cott presents marriage as a contract entered by individuals but structured by rules they do not create
themselves. Consent matters, yet the state determines who may marry, what legal consequences
follow, how property and dependency are organized, and under what conditions the relationship may
end. This framework helps explain why marriage has been central to political debates even when
governments describe the family as private. Monogamy became closely associated with social
stability, citizenship, and moral order, while other arrangements were portrayed as incompatible with
national values. The resulting system affected men and women differently because the legal identity
of a married woman was historically constrained by doctrines that made wives economically and
politically dependent on husbands. Marriage also became a tool through which racial and cultural
boundaries were enforced. Cott’s argument is strongest when she shows that these rules were not
isolated domestic regulations. They formed part of a larger state-building process in which law
defined legitimate households and used those households to express ideas about civilization,
citizenship, sexuality, and national belonging.
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Chapter 2 and the Regulation of Community

Chapter 2 examines the nineteenth-century movement from diverse local practices toward more
formal state regulation of marriage. Monogamous contractual marriage was not the only form of
intimate or household organization, and Cott shows that Native American practices, informal unions,
interracial relationships, and self-divorce complicated the ideal promoted by white Protestant
authorities. State officials increasingly treated marriage as a legal institution tied to property,
dependency, legitimacy, and citizenship. Anti-miscegenation rules were particularly important
because they used marriage to defend racial hierarchy, even while white slaveholders frequently
violated the sexual boundaries they claimed to protect. Married women’s property reforms and
changing divorce rules also exposed tensions between marriage as a voluntary contract and marriage
as a status with fixed gender obligations. Cott’s discussion demonstrates that law did not merely
record existing social customs. Courts and legislatures actively selected which practices would
receive recognition and which would be stigmatized or excluded. The chapter therefore establishes
marriage law as a mechanism through which communities defined acceptable family life and
connected private relationships to racial and political order.

Chapter 5 and the Nationalization of Monogamy

Chapter 5 focuses on the period after the Civil War, when emancipation, national expansion, women'’s
activism, and conflict over Mormon plural marriage intensified federal interest in the meaning of
marriage. Cott argues that monogamy became increasingly associated with citizenship and national
unity. Formerly enslaved people sought legal recognition of marriages that slavery had denied or
destabilized, while federal authorities confronted Mormon polygamy as a challenge to the dominant
marital order. The Supreme Court’s decision in Reynolds v. United States (1878) upheld federal anti-
polygamy law and helped connect monogamous marriage with claims about republican government
and social discipline. At the same time, divorce became a source of anxiety for religious and political
leaders who feared that growing individual choice would weaken the institution. Gender remained
central because male independence was often imagined as compatible with citizenship, while female
dependency within marriage was treated as normal. Cott uses these conflicts to show how a marriage
model presented as natural was actually reinforced through legislation, judicial doctrine, political
rhetoric, and national administrative power.

Chapter 6 and the Politics of Consent

Chapter 6 explores how the language of consent developed alongside persistent gender inequality
and changing citizenship rules. Nineteenth-century reforms increasingly described marriage as
voluntary, yet women’s economic dependence and limited labor-market opportunities often restricted
how freely they could enter, remain in, or leave marriages. Divorce law sometimes required women to
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demonstrate severe mistreatment while also conforming to expectations of sexual fidelity and
respectable behavior. Alimony and support rules reflected the assumption that husbands remained
responsible for dependent wives even after marital breakdown. Cott also connects marriage with
immigration and nationality. Women'’s citizenship historically could follow marital status in ways that
did not apply equally to men, and federal policy used marriage to organize the boundaries of national
membership. The large immigration waves of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
intensified these questions because officials worried about which marriages, families, and racial
groups would be incorporated into the nation. The chapter therefore reveals a central paradox:
American law celebrated marriage as a voluntary union while using it to reinforce unequal gender
roles and regulate citizenship.

Race, Gender, Citizenship, and State Power

Across these chapters, Cott demonstrates that marriage policy operated at the intersection of race,
gender, and citizenship. Anti-miscegenation laws marked interracial intimacy as a threat to white
racial identity, while policies toward Native Americans and Mormons portrayed alternative marital
practices as evidence of cultural backwardness or political danger. Women'’s legal position within
marriage affected property, nationality, economic independence, and access to divorce. Men’s
citizenship, by contrast, was often linked with household leadership and financial independence.
These patterns show why marriage cannot be interpreted solely through romantic or religious
meaning. State recognition distributed material benefits and social legitimacy while also enforcing
exclusions. Cott’s use of court decisions, legislation, political debate, and secondary scholarship
makes the history of marriage a history of state formation. The book’s broader significance lies in
showing that intimate relationships become politically consequential when law decides whose unions
count, whose dependency is protected, whose sexuality is stigmatized, and whose family structure is
accepted as compatible with citizenship.

Historical Method and the Significance of Public
Vows

Cott builds her argument through a wide range of primary and secondary sources, including court
cases, congressional debates, legal reforms, newspaper commentary, demographic evidence, and
historical scholarship. That method allows her to move between individual marriage rules and larger
questions about national identity. The book is particularly effective because it does not present
marriage law as a fixed institution that changes only at moments of dramatic reform. Instead, Cott
shows gradual negotiation among local custom, judicial decisions, federal power, religious norms,
racial ideology, women'’s rights, immigration policy, and economic change. Sources concerning
interracial marriage, Mormon polygamy, divorce, women’s property, and citizenship reveal that law
often responded to practices already occurring in communities. The result is a history in which private
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life becomes a field of public regulation. Readers are encouraged to reconsider familiar assumptions
about marriage by recognizing that legal recognition has always carried consequences beyond the
couple, including access to property, nationality, legitimacy, public benefits, and social standing.

Conclusion

Public Vows demonstrates that the history of American marriage is inseparable from the history of
government. Cott shows how state and federal institutions promoted monogamous marriage,
regulated divorce and property, restricted interracial and plural unions, and connected marital status
with citizenship and dependency. Chapters 2, 5, and 6 reveal the development of this system across
different historical moments: local efforts to standardize community rules, post-Civil War expansion of
national power, and growing emphasis on consent within a structure that still preserved gender
inequality. The book’s most important insight is that marriage is simultaneously intimate and political.
Governments do not merely recognize relationships after individuals create them; they define
categories, attach rights and obligations, and establish boundaries around legitimate family life. This
history helps explain why debates about marriage repeatedly become debates about citizenship,
race, gender, religion, and the reach of state authority. Cott’'s work therefore offers both a history of
marriage and a broader account of how the American nation has governed private life.
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