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African American Heroes in the Old West

Black Frontiers Lillian Schlissel Study Guide is an essential resource for students and
readers interested in the intersection of race, gender, and American history. Lillian
Schlissel’s work delves into the lives and experiences of African American women on the
western frontier, highlighting their contributions, struggles, and resilience. This article
aims to provide a comprehensive study guide that covers key themes, historical context,
and essential discussion points related to "Black Frontiers."

Understanding Black Frontiers

Overview of the Text

"Black Frontiers" is a groundbreaking study that examines the often-overlooked narratives
of African American women in the American West during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Schlissel’s research uncovers the multifaceted roles that these women played in
shaping communities, economies, and cultures in the frontier regions.

Key Themes

1. Intersectionality: The book emphasizes the interconnectedness of race, gender, and
class, showing how these factors influenced the experiences of African American women



in the West.

2. Resilience and Agency: Schlissel highlights the strength and resourcefulness of these
women, who often had to navigate societal challenges to establish their identities and
communities.

3. Historical Context: The study situates the experiences of African American women
within the broader narrative of American history, particularly focusing on migration,
settlement patterns, and the impact of the Civil War.

Historical Context

The Great Migration

The Great Migration was a significant event that shaped the demographics of the United
States, particularly for African Americans. Understanding this migration is crucial for
contextualizing the experiences discussed in "Black Frontiers."

- Reasons for Migration:

- Escaping Jim Crow laws and racial violence in the South.
- Seeking economic opportunities in the West.

- Desire for land ownership and a better quality of life.

Western Expansion and the Role of Women

The expansion of the United States into western territories brought about significant
changes. Women, especially African American women, played critical roles during this
period.

- Contributions of African American Women:
- Farming and agricultural work.

- Establishing schools and churches.
- Serving as community leaders and activists.

Key Figures and Case Studies

Schlissel's "Black Frontiers" includes various case studies of prominent African American
women who made significant contributions to frontier life.

Prominent Figures

1. Ida B. Wells: An early civil rights leader who advocated for African American rights and
fought against lynching.



2. Mary Ellen Pleasant: Known as the “Mother of Civil Rights in California,” she was a
businesswoman and activist who contributed to the abolitionist movement.

3. Biddy Mason: A former enslaved woman who became a successful landowner and a
philanthropist in Los Angeles.

Case Studies in Community Building

Schlissel provides in-depth analyses of various communities established by African
American women in the West.

- Black Towns: The establishment of all-Black towns, such as Nicodemus, Kansas, which
served as havens for African Americans seeking freedom and opportunity.

- Churches and Schools: The creation of institutions that not only provided education but
also served as community centers for social and political activism.

Discussion Questions

To foster a deeper understanding of the themes and narratives in "Black Frontiers,"
consider the following discussion questions:

1. How did the intersection of race and gender shape the experiences of African American
women on the frontier?

2. In what ways did the contributions of these women challenge the traditional narratives
of the American West?

3. What can contemporary society learn from the resilience and agency of African
American women in the historical context of the West?

4. How does Schlissel’s work contribute to our understanding of American history as a
whole?

Critical Analysis

Schlissel’s Methodology

Lillian Schlissel employs a combination of historical research, personal narratives, and
primary sources to build her argument. This multi-faceted approach allows her to present
a nuanced view of the lives of African American women on the frontier.

Impact on Historical Scholarship

"Black Frontiers" has significantly impacted the field of history and women's studies by:



- Broadening the Scope of Historical Narratives: It challenges the male-dominated
narratives of the American West by incorporating the voices and experiences of African
American women.

- Encouraging Further Research: The book serves as a catalyst for additional studies
focusing on marginalized groups in American history.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Black Frontiers Lillian Schlissel Study Guide provides valuable insights
into the lives of African American women who played a crucial role in shaping the
American West. By exploring themes of intersectionality, resilience, and community
building, Schlissel’s work not only enriches our understanding of this historical period but
also emphasizes the importance of diverse narratives in American history. Engaging with
this study guide allows students and readers to appreciate the complexities of race,
gender, and identity in the context of the frontier, making it an indispensable resource for
anyone interested in American history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Lillian Schlissel's 'Black
Frontiers'?

The main focus of 'Black Frontiers' is to explore the experiences and contributions of
African American women and men in the American West during the 19th and early 20th
centuries.

How does Schlissel's work challenge traditional
narratives of the American West?

Schlissel's work challenges traditional narratives by highlighting the roles and
perspectives of black individuals, emphasizing their agency and contributions, which are
often overlooked in mainstream histories.

What types of sources does Schlissel utilize in her
study?

Schlissel utilizes a variety of primary sources, including letters, diaries, and newspapers,
as well as oral histories, to provide a comprehensive view of black life on the frontiers.

In what ways does 'Black Frontiers' address issues of
race and identity?

The book addresses issues of race and identity by examining how African Americans
navigated a predominantly white society, formed communities, and asserted their rights in
the face of discrimination and violence.



What impact did 'Black Frontiers' have on the field of
history?

The impact of 'Black Frontiers' on the field of history includes broadening the scope of
Western history to be more inclusive of diverse voices, and it has inspired further research
on African American history in the West.

Can you explain the significance of community in the
lives of black frontier settlers as discussed by Schlissel?

Schlissel emphasizes that community was crucial for black frontier settlers as it provided
support, solidarity, and a sense of belonging, helping them to resist oppression and build a
life in challenging environments.

What are some key themes explored in 'Black
Frontiers'?

Key themes explored in 'Black Frontiers' include resilience, identity formation, community
building, the intersection of race and gender, and the challenges of migration and
settlement.
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