
MIDDLE TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A HISTORIOGRAPHY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN IN MID
1
DLE TENNESSEE: 

SOCIAL CHANGES FOLLOWING EMANCIPATION AND THE CIVIL WAR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY 

SUBMITTED  

TO DR. REBECCA CONARD 

 

 

 

 

 

DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC HISTORY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BY  

KATIE STRINGER 

 

 

 

MURFREESBORO, TENNESSEE 

 

 

15 OCTOBER 2010 



2 
 

 The Civil War and Emancipation Proclamation had a massive effect on the nation and the 

inhabitants of the United States.  Without the institution of slavery and with the challenges of 

reconstruction ahead, everyone had to adjust their lives to a new way of life.  Though all people, 

white or black, male or female, were affected, this essay specifically examines previous 

scholarship on the experiences of African American women and the changes in their social roles 

following emancipation and the Civil War.  Additionally, the essay reviews how these changes 

are presented by various scholars throughout the last several decades and points out areas of the 

subject that could be further researched to the benefit of the academic world.   

 Over the course of the past 200 years, “African American history” has been a term of 

variable meaning and connotation.  For many years prior to the Civil War, the primary 

chroniclers of this subject were free blacks who lived in the northern states.
2
  These individuals 

engaged in a primarily reactionary process, compensating for black disenfranchisement by 

drawing attention to heroic individuals and past accomplishments in order to portray the race 

more positively.  Unlike most modern research on the subject, these early works deemphasized 

slavery in favor of race.
3
 

 The oldest of the sources used in the course, Ann Willet’s 1958 thesis entitled, “A History 

of Stones River National Military Park,”
4
 gives an overview of the Stones River Battlefield Park 

up to that time.  However, the thesis basically ignores the role of African Americans in the 

creation of the park, namely the effect building the park had on people who lived in the area that 

would become the park.  As scholars today know and generally recognize, a group of African 

Americans made their home on the land near the future site of the park.  The only mention that 

Willet makes of these people and their land is a mention that, “shacks in a miserable state of 
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repair but nevertheless constituting the only homes for the families were located upon many of 

the tracts.”
5
    

 While this source does not give any specifics about the condition of women and their 

social roles after the Civil War, it does give information in its omission.  Perhaps social and 

political conditions that existed at the time of Willet’s writing prevented the recognition of the 

African American people in the area as important.  Another possibility is that the scope 

and purpose of the paper is focused more on the park itself and improvements that need to be 

made.  One could argue that the omission of African American history should be included, but at 

that time it did not seem to have been as priority as today.   The following articles give more 

information as will be presented.   

 The next article, chronologically, is Paul David Phillips’ dissertation, A History of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau in Tennessee from 1964.
6
  Though Willet does not generally concentrate on 

the place of African Americans in the development of the Stones River Battlefield National Park 

or their status after the battle at Stones River as a main thesis of the essay, the absence of any 

mention is apparent.   Rather than ignoring the case of African Americans and their state of life 

after the Civil War, Phillips, who wrote less than a decade after Willet, addresses the challenges 

faced by southerners with reconstruction and the Freedman’s Bureau.   

 However, though he addresses issues related to the African Americans after the Civil War, 

there is no specific focus on women, or even on individuals.  The dissertation addresses 

freedmen quite expansively, but rarely mentions freedwomen.  Furthermore, the African 

Americans are generally treated as a mass of people with many similar experiences.   For 

example, in Chapter 1, Phillips focuses on the fact that after Emancipation, African American 

males could join the army or become employed.  The authors list the general wage scale for 
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“Negro” employees as $7 a month for men and $5 a month for women.  However, this is a 

generalization of one area or workplace for African Americans.
7
    

 Another example, in chapter three of the dissertation, focuses on sharecropping and the 

status of freedmen and their experiences under the institution.  From other sources, such as 

Winters’ article
8
, the reader understands that in many cases women were involved in the process 

of tenant farming or sharecropping.  John Lodl’s thesis, addressed later in this essay, even tells us 

that some women made their work in the home as a domestic, in emulation of white society
9
.  

This begs the question of women and their roles in the Freedman’s Bureau system, which 

Phillips does not fully address. 

 In an essay for the Rally on the High Ground symposium, Eric Foner observed a shift in 

the approach to racial history during the years following the Civil War.
10

  This change was 

perhaps due to the increasing disfavor aimed at slavery and the realignment of national values 

against it.
11

  As Frederick Douglass once remarked, the war “merged the cause of the slave and 

the cause of the country.”
12

  More specifically, Americans became more focused on nationalism, 

and they developed the widespread belief that individuals' allegiance belonged with the country 

rather than with an owner.  The Union's hard-won victory in the Civil War crystallized this 

sentiment by establishing heuristic ties between nationalism and abolition.  This colored political 

debate nationwide, as leaders began to equate slavery with lack of fundamentally American 

freedoms more generally.
13

  Congressman James Garfield went so far as to call freedom “a 

mockery, a cruel delusion,” if limited only to removal of slaves from bondage.
14

 

 Foner goes on to describe how abolition created a sort of parallelism between black and 

white Americans, where each enjoyed nominal freedom but defined the concept differently.
15

  

Whites had long used “slavery” as a metaphor for their struggles, for example in the labor 
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movement, while blacks had experienced the real thing.  In fact, “slavery of sex” was a common 

phrase used in the struggle for gender equality.   This placed black women in the unique situation 

of facing metaphorical slavery in the aftermath of their literal slavery.  As Foner observes, the 

trauma of slavery would color blacks' conception of themselves for generations.
16

 

 Among contemporary scholars, a trend of slavery versus race has merged with other 

forms of reactionary historiography, including feminist history.  Harvard University President 

Drew Gilpin Faust is such a scholar.  In one significant essay within Rally on the High Ground,  

Faust explored the role of women, particularly black women, during the Civil War.
17

  For Faust, 

African Americans were more than just the beneficiaries and occasional soldiers of the Civil War.  

One essential but often-overlooked aspect to the black involvement was the development of an 

individualized, self-legislation social role for the group that would soon become the emancipated 

slave population, a process which began with blacks themselves.  Faust describes how the 

absence of male masters, many of whom left to fight for the Confederacy, left slaves with less 

fear and more opportunities to assert themselves.  Many female heads-of-house began to 

question the benefits of slavery during those years.   Faust's research has found that these subtle 

shifts in the underlying power structure began the disintegration of American slavery before the 

war even ended.  The author goes so far as to question the very significance of the Emancipation 

Proclamation, as the slaves themselves, through gradual resistance, had already “destroyed the 

system from within.”
18

 

 Drawing further from another emergent trend in social history, that of case-studies 

examining individual communities over time as opposed to the lens of African Americans as an 

unchanging mass of people, Faust also observes how, contrary to the popular conception, 

geographic distinctions of North and South are not the only sources of disparity in individual 
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Civil War experiences.  Roles varied based on gender, race, and wealth—up to and including the 

absolute poverty of the slaves.
19

  This lens makes the importance of the black woman's role even 

more noticable.  Despite the inability to enlist as soldiers for the North, black women in the 

South were all too aware of the war's costs.  Some engaged in passive-aggressive erosion of the 

social structure, committing small acts of defiance against their masters.
20

  This leads to Faust's 

ultimate conclusion that the Civil War, for the first time, bifurcated the “home front” in the 

South, allowing blacks, especially women, to seize a self-determined identity and the power 

appurtenant to it. 

 John Lodl’s thesis, “Building Viable Black Communities: The Transition from Slavery to 

Freedom in Murfreesboro,  Tennessee, 1860-1880”  is an interesting look at the process of 

community building within the context of a small border-state town.  The sources used by Lodl 

such as records, maps, deeds, and census records are great starting points for looking at the 

smaller issues and personal stories of African American women after the war.
21

 In addition,  

more personal records such as diaries, church records, marriage records, newspaper account, and 

oral traditions are other important sources when researching the individual stories of people who 

experienced emancipation and the Civil War firsthand.
22

 

 Similar to Faust’s assertion that not all African Americans had the same experience, Lodl 

explains that communities were separated by the social status of African Americans; for example, 

in Memphis there were at least three separate communities of African Americans: elites, 

“accomodationists”, and migrants.  Again, the differences of class, education, and age separate 

the communities within the one racial group.
23

  

 As for the role of women in the household and community, many scholars state that 

African American women desired to become domestics, in emulation of white housewives.  Lodl 



7 
 

gives examples from other authors, including Peter Kolchin who in 1972 claimed that the 

newfound mobility of former slaves resulted in a shift of women’s home life.  Prior to 

emancipation, Kolchin argues that family was not a solid part of community before the Civil War 

because of problems of distance, the possibility of being sold, and other issues concerned with 

enslaved peoples.  However, after emancipation blacks “quickly conformed to white social 

standards of paternal family unity.”
24

  He goes on to explain that this was also driven by black 

women’s desire to stay at home as housewives after the war.
25

  This explanation may be a bit of a 

generalization which raises other questions.  For example, what effects did the change in 

women’s role have on the women and their ideas of rights?   Other sources may address this 

more clearly, but the emphasis on home life and responsibilities therein may have planted the 

seed for women’s rights.   

 Another article Lodl mentions which may be a good starting point for finding more 

information about women and their roles in the social network of African American communities 

is Laura C. Jarmon’s “African Americans in Rutherford County.”
26

   The article, as described by 

Lodl, focuses on African American clubs, fraternities, schools and churches which were used by 

African American communities to provide services separate from the white community.  Though 

Lodl only touches on the article, there may be more information within Jarmon’s article to 

answer questions about the roles that women played in the development of communities and the 

organizations associated with their community.   

 Lodl’s thesis offers many sources and ideas for further research into the roles of women 

post-Civil War.  Appendix A is a great resource of the census data regarding African American 

occupations.  From this, scholars can derive the sex of several of the occupations, such as 
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housekeepers, seamstresses and washerwomen, to better understand the roles women played in 

the workplace.
27

 

 As mentioned previously, an article about sharecropping sheds some light on the role 

women played in agriculture and reconstruction.   Winters gives the example of an agreement 

between former planter, George A. Washington, and former slaves.  The contract states that the 

worker “binds himself and family to work for and cultivate said Washington’s land.”
28

  Though 

the contract specifically mentions the man, Lewis, as the contract holder, it also mentions the 

family as a part of the contractual agreement; one would assume this includes the wife of Lewis.  

This is a specific example of one family in which the woman may not have been able to become 

the domestic wife that authors in Lodl’s thesis argues for.  Another contract listed in Winters 

defines the family members who would be responsible for working the land as part of the 

agreement.  The contract states, “Vanhook’s family comprises himself and Leroy his step son, 

son of his wife Lucy.”
29

  This may be an instance where the woman was able to stay home as a 

domestic.  These sources could be an interesting course to investigate for further information 

about the social roles of women.  Again, the cases are made on an individual basis rather than 

looking at African Americans as a mass.   

 The topic of women in the community is also addressed by Dorothy Granberry in “Black 

Community Leadership in a Rural Tennessee County, 1865-1903.”
30

  She focuses on black 

community leaders, who are mostly male.  However, in the descriptions of these men, she also 

gives some attention to their wives.  For example, only one of the men’s wives was literate
31

, but 

one woman was able to benefit from her husband’s position in the community by owning a house 

and lot, as shown in records from the time.
32

  The article does not specifically address women as 

community leaders, but other sources mentioned by Granberry may expound upon women who 
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did involve themselves in community leadership.  The use of records and primary source data 

may bring more individuals stories of such women to light.        

     Stephen A. West provides another view of the developments in the historiography of 

black women.
33

  One important trend is the increased recognition of women's leadership roles 

within the family, as differentiated from the public leadership examined by Granberry.  He 

examines the work of scholars such as Susan O'Donovan, whose case study of Georgia showed 

that 10-15% of black households were headed by women.
34

  Others have demonstrated that this 

leadership also manifested economically.  Schwalm asserts that black women made up the 

backbone of the field labor force following emancipation.  Holt argues that even black women 

who stayed at home were important financial contributors as they sold goods such as butter and 

quilts for profit.
 35

  This increased autonomy led to increased defiance, creating the “servant 

problem,” a well-established complaint of white women in the post-abolition South.
36

  This hard-

earned sense of entitlement eventually led black women to engage in significant protests of rail 

car exclusion policies, not as blacks but as women.
37

  Supplementary research into these areas 

would provide an interesting look into the lives of women within social roles.   

 While many of these sources shed light on the roles of African American women after 

emancipation, there are still several areas that could be researched for important further 

information.  The place of domestic women within African American communities could be an 

interesting study, for instance.  If some women were working in their families’ homes, a look at 

their daily life and processes could be an interesting addition to scholarship.  

 Related to this, a deeper look into the lives of women who were working with their 

families as sharecroppers or tenant farmers could be attempted.  Sources for this may be limited, 
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but if women were working in fields and on farms, a look at the domestic life and how it 

coexisted with working would be beneficial.  

 As education of African Americans grew, as seen in the sources above, some women were 

becoming educated.  A look into the benefits of that education and the opportunities it opened to 

women is another interesting topic.  Some of the women may have been able to pursue teaching 

in African American schools, though in Granberry above, men generally took teaching jobs over 

women.
38

  However, the article does mention that some women were teaching, so research into 

those women as teachers may be another possibility.   

 While many of the articles above mention men more than women, they can still be a 

valuable source for deriving information about women.  In what the authors leave out 

information can be found, but the articles also raise questions that may otherwise have not been 

discussed.  These questions are out there to be answered; one simply must utilize the appropriate 

sources to answer the questions efficiently.   
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