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In A Nation Under Our Feet, Steven Hahn makes an important contribution to the scholarship on the development of African-American political consciousness and organization from pre-emancipation to the early decades of the twentieth century.  Hahn deviates from the conventional political narrative, which divides black political activities into periods corresponding to the Civil War, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow.  Instead, he offers a coherent view of black political efforts that encompasses those periods but concentrates on rural organization in the second half of the nineteenth century.  Such activity provided the basis for an African-American politics that culminated with the Great Migration of the early-twentieth century.  In another departure, Hahn takes on the  “liberal integrationist framework,” which denies slaves political agency and community-oriented goals.  It measures politics as what came from outside of slavery and assumes that black separatism, emigrationism, and racial solidarity emerged primarily as responses to defeated attempts at assimilation and interracial democracy (6).  Hahn counters this view by showing that slavery was foundational and formative:  freedpeople drew on their experiences—and those of their ancestors—in slavery.  The elective franchise grew out of the organization and political consciousness developed by slaves and newly-emancipated citizens prior to, during, and following the Civil War (3).  Drawing from a large number of published sources and unpublished records of the Freedman’s Bureau and at numerous state and local archives, he detects trends of power contestation and relationship building across agriculturally and demographically diverse settings.  Thus taking a broad view of political organization, Hahn identifies elements of African-American communities—kinship, methods of communication, labor, and education—that underpinned black politics.  In doing so, he puts to rest the idea that African-American politics emerged primarily at the hands of other agents, and he convincingly argues that common threads of community influenced the conditions of pre- and post-emancipation politics.  


Hahn divides his book into three sections.  In the first section, he locates the components and “conduct of slave and freed politics” in many parts of the pre-emancipation South (7).  Slaves had more knowledge of national and local politics, he argues, than conventionally assumed.  Through gossip, rumor, and clandestine education, slave communities found “quasi-institutional expression” (41) that resulted in action against the institutions of their oppressors.  The growth of the print media in the 1820s and ‘30s, as well as the constant presence of religious congregations, facilitated communication and enabled slaves to imagine powerful allies.  When southern slaveholders revolted against those allies, perceptions of the conflict and expectations for the postwar period that developed in black communities prompted the largest slave rebellion in modern history.  By the end of the Civil War, black soldiers in the Union army took up a civil and political revolution, and black agricultural workers negotiated with planters the terms of operation for plantations.  Rumors and expectations concerning land redistribution helped define the political communities of newly-freed rural blacks and worked against Presidential Reconstruction.  Thus the black perspective on slavery, the war, and prospects for emancipation not only carried significant political weight but also represented, by the end of the war, fortified sets of beliefs and intentions that were quickly put into action.  


Part II addresses Reconstruction.  In addition to state governance, Hahn accentuates local, rural politics, in which elected officials and their constituents influenced power more directly.  The organization of local Union Leagues corresponded with reconstructed kinship groups.  The League acted as a system of civic and political education and became the Republican instrument for forwarding Reconstruction in the South.  The Union League also represented a climate of paramilitarism because it organized efforts to protect black communities and thus became the target of white vigilantism—particularly that of the Ku Klux Klan—which dismantled Republican power in the South.  


The beginnings of biracial politics seen in the League resumed in the African-American politics of the post-Reconstruction period.  However, Hahn explains in the final section that “[i]t was during the 1880s, not the 1890s, that the prospects and limits of such a venture would become painfully apparent” (367).  This period saw African Americans ally with insurgent white Democrats in response to the Redeemers.  Although a few black politicians benefited from “fusion,” outside a narrow portion of electoral politics the culture necessary for sustained biracial cooperation did not exist.  White hostility in the South lessened prospects for interracial political alliances.  Still, Hahn’s study of local rural politics enhances the view that Jim Crow originated not merely as a system imposed on blacks by whites during the final decade of the nineteenth century, but “as a product of struggle” that began its ascent as early as 1880 (367; 566, n. 6).


In the Epilogue to A Nation, Hahn writes that among the most valuable possessions traveling with the African Americans who took part in the Great Migration of the early-twentieth century were their political sensibilities.  A million and a half people moved from the rural South to settle mostly in the urban North, matching the incipient “nationalist” politics of the 1870s and ‘80s with a transformed national demographic.  Yet Hahn’s thesis endures the critique that it inadequately bears out that African-American politics “put to use” an effective program before liberal integration miscarried.  The critique appears to rely on static conceptions of both “nationalist” and “politics” and maintains that the “characteristic manifestations” of black political activities leading into the twentieth century “sprang from historic defeats and disappointments.”
 Although Hahn certainly does not dispute that adversity helped to shape African-American political organization and expression, he may take issue with the idea of “characteristic manifestations,” as used by his critic.  For Hahn attempts to view the machinery of social change rather than just its parts.  Still, if one had to isolate the essential parts of this study, one would look at African-American communities, kinship ties, and the components of communication and organization that, as Hahn demonstrates, promoted  political consciousness and settings in which to practice it.  And for the very reason that African Americans “put to use” political messages in a world of white politics did they act in a political realm of changing goals and tactics.      
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