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The Union Reconstructed
CHAPTER SUMMARY
Adele and Elizabeth Allston fearfully return to their plantations after the war. At Nightingale Hall, they have a joyous reunion with their former slaves. But at Guendalos, the blacks are defiant, the atmosphere threatening. The morning after the arrival, however, Uncle Jacob, the former black driver, hands the keys to the crop barns over to the women in recognition that they still own the land. This chapter describes what happened to the conflicting goals and dreams of three groups as they sought to redefine new social, economic, and political relationships during the postwar Reconstruction era. It covers the main subjects of Reconstruction, including its congressional and presidential phases, as well as the adaptations whites and blacks made in the South to vastly new conditions, including the end of slavery. 
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SIGNIFICANT THEMES AND HIGHLIGHTS
1. The account of the Allstons’ return to their plantations highlights the focus of this chapter. The primary action of the chapter takes place on the old southern plantation and in the former slave’s cabins, not in the halls of Congress and the White House. Rather than emphasizing the political programs and conflicts of Congress and the president, we see the hopes and fears of ordinary persons—both black and white—as they faced their postwar world. Political events in the North as well as in the South in the years between 1865 and 1877 are included, but they are secondary to the psychosocial dynamics of reconstructing new relationships among differing people after the Civil War.

2. As reflected in the opening anecdote, the dreams and aspirations of three groups—white southerners, former slaves, and white northerners—are introduced and woven together throughout the chapter. The main question of the chapter is: What happens as these three sets of goals come into conflict? Uncle Jacob’s return of the crop barn keys to the Allston family, a gesture symbolic of ownership, indicates the crucial importance of labor and land to an understanding of the outcome of these conflicting goals. The result was a mixed legacy of human gains and losses.

3. The experiences of the Allston family are concluded in this chapter. Frederick Douglass’s astute observations as a black leader continue as those of W. E. B. Du Bois begin.

4. The tragic elements of the Reconstruction, or any other era, are perhaps best represented in literature. Novels and short stories are used in this chapter to capture these human conflicts.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After reading this chapter, students should be able to:

1. Outline how the end of the American Civil War affected the lives of its different stakeholders
2. Report how the national Reconstruction politics after the American Civil War mirrored extension of the civil rights struggles
3. Recount the goals, dreams, resources, and conflict of the different groups in the postwar period between 1865 and 1877
4. Recognize the diverse coalitions that made up the new state governments elected under congressional Reconstruction
5. Summarize the struggles, Reconstruction efforts, educational, social, and economic changes that paved the way for equal citizenship and political participation
ENRICHMENT IDEAS FOR STUDENTS
1. The “Recovering the Past” section, which focuses on the ways in which novels reflect history, includes a brief excerpt from two novels about Reconstruction. Which do you think most accurately reflects the historical truth about Reconstruction? Is the most accurate novel-as-history necessarily the best as literature? Based on these excerpts, which novel do you think you would like to read in its entirety and why?
2. Write a short story or a series of letters or diary entries describing the typical daily experiences of various persons during Reconstruction. For example, a southern woman, Adele Allston, or her daughter Elizabeth, presiding over a large cotton plantation in the absence of their husband and father who was killed in the war. Or a black family that had been given 40 acres of confiscated land by a northern general during the war and faced a title dispute with and dispossession by the original landowner afterwards. Or a poor white family putting its life together in the changing economic climate and race relationships of the postwar years. Or a Yankee schoolteacher’s experiences in a Freedmen’s Bureau school in Tennessee. Or a Freedmen’s Bureau agent’s hectic, overworked, underappreciated daily duties in Mississippi. Read in class and discuss. Notice the clash of unresolved dreams.

Notes for the Instructor:
1. The first enrichment idea on novels makes an interesting extra reading and paper assignment for students.

2. Role-playing Reconstruction: Create three groups representing southern whites, freedpeople, and northerners (or six groups, including subcategories of each of the three). Each group should brainstorm together and then write out: (1) its goals and dreams, in priority order of importance; (2) its degree of commitment and sources of support; and (3) its methods of attaining the goals. Bring the whole class together to interact around these three assignments, to negotiate, state methods and countermoves, reassess commitments and sources of support, and the like, and arrive at an outcome. Challenge each group to achieve its goals and discuss what happened: Did each group achieve its goals? Why not? Professors, of course, will use their creativity in adapting this idea to their own particular situation.

3. Show on an overhead or hand out a typical freedmen’s contract—either for annual labor or for sharecropping or tenancy. (Good examples can be found in Ransom and Sutch, One Kind of Freedom, 1977.) Either read through and discuss them with the class, or act out a scene in which you are the landowner going over contracts with freedpersons on your land. Break students into groups to decide whether they want to sign the contract and what clauses they might try to renegotiate. These questions can be put to a large lecture class, perhaps rhetorically, or by asking three students sitting next to each other to discuss their reactions to the contracts.

4. Show clips of either Birth of a Nation and/or Gone with the Wind. Afterward, discuss their historical validity, the attitudes that informed and sustained their popularity, and why they have become classic American films. Assess their impact on racial attitudes in this century. Then show the last segments of Roots and compare its validity and impact on racial attitudes.

5. The songs of Reconstruction reflect the moods, attitudes, and goals of different groups. Listen to and discuss the full lyrics of freedmen’s jubilee songs (“The Master Gone, Ha Ha, the Darkies Stay, Ho Ho”), the unreconstructed Confederate songs (“I'm a Good Old Rebel”), and northern Republican songs (“Who Shall Rule This American Nation?”).

FURTHER RESOURCES
Documentaries and Films 
1. The Century Next Door (25 minutes) 
This film uses paintings to show daily life in 1870.

2. The American Adventure: Reconstructing the South and The End of an Era (30 minutes each)

3. Reconstruction: The Second Civil War (PBS, 180 minutes) 
A documentary presenting an overview of Reconstruction.

4. The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow, Episode 1: Promises Betrayed (1865–1896) (PBS, 60 minutes) 
A documentary covering the erosion of legal rights by African Americans.

5. The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman (CBS, 120 minutes) 
A film chronicling the life of a black woman born into slavery and living into the 1960s.

Websites

· Impeachment of Andrew Johnson www.impeach-andrewjohnson.com/:
This site includes various documents on Reconstruction.

· Freedmen and Southern Society Project www.history.umd.edu/Freedmen:
A University of Maryland website presenting primary documents on the Reconstruction era.

Recordings
1.
Who Shall Rule This American Nation? Songs of the Civil War Era, by Henry Clay Work (Nonesuch)

2.
Folk Songs in American History; Set 2, “Reconstruction and the West”
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