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Introduction

Thesis Statement, Goals, and Methods:
How to use this Curriculum

Social Studies classrooms, American history classrooms in particular, directly influence

and shape the context in which young people in the United States perceive contemporary
society. The opportunity that exists in those spaces to transfer knowledge and skills into

civic action is huge. This is the end goal articulated by the new C3 Framework for Social
Studies. The CIVIL WARRIORS curriculum takes the approach that we study history in

order to fortify our moral energy for the present, to reflexively turn the gaze upon ourselves
and what we can do to advance movements for social justice. If we understand how to
think about the past, we can understand how to think about the present.

CIVIL WARRIORS is a feature film about the experiences of two Black families from Upstate
New York who enlisted in the United States Colored Troops (USCT) and fought in the Civil

War. The story unfolds through a unique interweaving of historical images with the rhythm
and energy of contemporary spoken word performances that carry emotions and ideas that
connect to the present.

Providing opportunities for students to understand the expansive, complex legacy of structural racism is intended to be empowering to them as citizens and thinkers. USCT soldiers

returned to the South, risking death upon capture, in order to end slavery across the nation.
The story is not just about the specific stories of the characters—it opens our imaginations

into all the soldiers who fought in the USCT, active agents in their own struggle as subjects,
not objects of the Civil War. The stories need to be told to reclaim a rightful place in a shared

history of the war, and to inspire engagement today in the struggle for racial justice. The film

shows us how these families did their part, and challenges its audience to honor their bravery and sacrifices by continuing the work of expanding freedom for all.

GOALS AND METHODS OF THIS CURRICULUM:
1. HISTORICAL CONTENT
A primary goal of this curriculum is to inspire students with the power of memorable storytelling. The content builds on a basic understanding of the Civil War. To do so, we use:
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•

Pre-screening and Post-screening Discussion Questions

•

Screening notes worksheet to facilitate active viewing.

•
•

Lists of terms, concepts, and vocabulary, included with each module
Detailed segment-specific discussion guides to facilitate close-text discussion
of the monologues.

Using these tools, the content of the film can be accessed in whole and in parts. The curriculum offers questions that are specific, metacognitive, personal and political, in order to fit a
variety of students and classrooms.

2: SOCIAL JUSTICE AND HISTORIOGRAPHY
A secondary goal revolves around social justice, inquiring into the silences on the historical

“Just as one almost sus-

pects that all the stories
have been researched

and told, one is startled

record of black soldiers who fought in the Civil War. It raises questions about how people be-

by the seeming infinity of

the Civil War that challenges preconceived ideas about how to find and tell untold stories.

silences.”

come marginalized by the telling of history—both in the past and present. It is a story about

Beyond discussions about power, the long history of civil rights and social justice, the content raises conceptual and thematic discussions around memory, war memorializing, agen-

the past and its enduring

-Kevin Gaines

cy, passion around a cause, and the legacy of slavery in the United States.

3: COMMON CORE AND C3 SOCIAL STUDIES ALIGNMENT
The Common Core emphasizes nonfiction literacy skills as well as paired texts that challenge students to expand skills and transfer knowledge from past to present, school to
home. To meet this goal, the curriculum encourages discussion of the following:
Primary Source Material
Frederick Douglass:

Narrative in the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave.

Confederate Statement of Secession
Emancipation Proclamation
HR 40 Bill

Current Events Journalism
Ta Nehisi Coates:

The Case for Reparations. The Atlantic Magazine, June 2014.

What This Cruel War Was Over. The Atlantic Magazine. June 25, 2015.

Sharifa Rhodes-Pitts:

The Worth of Black Men, From Slavery to Ferguson. The New York Times Magazine, Oct. 9, 2014.
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NPR’s Code Switch Commentary / Gene Demby on Coates:

A Desire For a Reckoning Meets the Wish for a Reset. NPR, May 27, 2014.

Literary and Academic Writing
Kevin Gaines

African American History

Adam Rothman:

Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction

Saidiya Hartman:

Lose Your Mother

Drew Gilpin Faust:

Mothers of Invention

Louis Menand:

The Metaphysical Club

Toni Morrison:
Beloved

Howard Zinn:

A People’s History of The United States

Barbara Jean Fields:

Slavery, Race, and Ideology in the United States of America

Larry Adelman:

Race: The Power of an Illusion

Multimedia Material Pairings
These include video clips from President Barack Obama’s eulogy to Clementa
Pinkney after the 2015 attack in Charleston, SC, recordings of Negro Spirituals

from the Dorothy Cotton Jubilee Singers, and the many 19th century etchings,
drawings and photographs used in the film.
Audio Clip/Ta-Nehisi Coates:

Between the World and Me. Spiegel and Grau, 2015.

The Common Core, and the C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards:
The curriculum builds the texts, questions and ideas into discussions and extension activities
designed around the inquiry-based skills and action goals that shape the C3 Framework.

Beyond the segment specific discussion guides, the following discussion topics provide opportunities to build upon the concepts and ideas brought up during viewing:

“Slavery in the Classroom” challenges us to focus our study on themes of resistance, empathy and its limitations, introducing a way of thinking about difficult subjects that transfers to anything happening in the world.
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Documents and Artifacts: the Emancipation Proclamation and the Confederate Flag asks students to think about how arguments are constructed and understood over time.

“Debate and Take a Stand: ‘The Case for Reparations’” creates concrete relationships between our understanding of the past and its implications on current policy.

Ultimately, we hope the film inspires students to delve into primary sources and archival research, challenging young people to find new ways of reporting on the past
and present by creating historical and literary narratives about untold stories from
their own communities.
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Educator Resource:

Discussing Slavery
in The Classroom
Concepts:

In order to understand the Civil War and the context of CIVIL WARRIORS, slavery as both

Systems of Oppression

paradox: from within the relative safety and abstract space of a classroom today, we cannot

Ideology

Resistance

Moral Imagination

Empathy & its limitations

an institution and an experience must be addressed. This topic revolves around a central
possibly understand the trauma experienced by enslaved people, yet we must try. By high

school, some students have become set in arriving to the classroom with a range of emo-

tions about the topic. Some bring a kind of apathetic fatigue about studying slavery, “yes, I
know it was very bad,” and yet they have no real sense of its structures or brutality. Others
come with a different kind of fatigue, and pain: “don’t talk to me about slavery unless you

begin with resistance,” and “I cannot stand to see any more brutality against black bodies.”
Many students feel alienated from what can become a binary, black and white discussion:

“I just don’t fit into these boxes.” Identifying these stances and emotions can help as you
enter into real discussions around the experience and legacy of slavery in the United States.
IMPORTANT: It takes skill, experience, sensitivity and bravery on the part of students

and teachers to unflinchingly consider the central texts, images and statistics of American slavery. Taking risks to do so is important, but maintaining emotional safety for our

students is paramount. This is not to say students must be comfortable, but they should
never be traumatized by violence in the classroom. It is a delicate balance, and one
where teacher mentors can play a critical role. Activities should be carefully considered

and set up, with clear goals and safe, structured ways to respond to and process the
content.

CONTENT/TRIGGER WARNINGS: Some of the images and content used in discussion
and in the film itself may evoke a variety of strong emotional reactions from students

for any number of reasons. When setting up for discussion, it may be helpful to introduce the subject or content with a bit of forewarning or unpacking of what is about to be
shown.

Recommended resources and activities:
Douglass, Frederick: Narrative in the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
This text can be read for story, characterization, and context. Thematically, it provides

many ways towards deepening the classroom conversation about methods of oppression and methods of resistance in the antebellum South.
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Fields, Barbara Jeanne. “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America”
A challenging text on the formation of racial ideology in the United States.

Larry Adelman. “Race: the Power of an Illusion.” A 3 part documentary that clarifies
race as an ideology and social construction.

Hartman, Saidiya. Lose Your Mother. Hartman’s chapter “The Dead Book” can be
paired with Robert Hayden’s poem “The Middle Passage” and images from slave ships
to help communicate the importance of that voyage, and contextualize Edward Sorrell’s
monologue in the middle of the film [40:00].

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Set in Reconstruction-era Ohio with flashbacks to slavery on

a Kentucky plantation, this novel puts memory and haunting at the center of the ques-

tion of what freedom meant to people who had been enslaved, as well as exploring the
limitations of language in dealing with questions of that scope. It pairs with the film to

underscore what was at stake for free people in the North when they chose to enlist and
return to the South.

Zinn, Howard. A People’s History of the United States. Chapters 2 and 3 argue persuasively that race lines in the United States were drawn intentionally as a tool to maintain
power and separate oppressed groups.

Images of the Middle Passage and others from CIVIL WARRIORS:

The images referred to

Take some time to project these images before they flash by in the film. Consider asking

3, during one of Edward

students to free write about an image, then share their thoughts with the person next to them

here occur in Segment
Sorrell’s monologues.

before opening up reactions from around the room. Depending on the image, students could
imagine into the thoughts, hopes and fears of the people they see.

For complex images, go around the room asking students to point out only the details they

see before offering any context, explanation or analysis. This process allows students the

chance to uncover layers of detail and complexity through low-stakes observation. Then,

move on to offer context, and ask students to make analytical observations, connecting their
ideas to the details they noticed as evidence.

Providing a structure for discussing powerful images in this way can help create safety in the

classroom, but keep in mind that some of the images are painful and become more charged
the longer you think about them and look at them. The point is not in shock value but to

recognize and, as Susan Sontag put it in Regarding the Pain of Others, to regard the pain
of others. There are thousands of images like these available in national and local archives.
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Pre-Screening Discussion
Questions & Writing
Prompts
●What do you know about the Civil War? What do you know about the soldiers who fought
in it?

● Do you know anyone who has a personal connection or ancestral story related to the history of slavery, abolitionism or the Civil War?

● What do you think about when you walk through a cemetery? What do you think about
when you see names engraved on a war memorial? Why memorialize wars and soldiers?

● Imagine you lived in a country and time alongside and nearby, but not within, the institution
and practice of slaveholding. How would this proximity shape your experience, attitudes and

ideas about labor, economics, human rights or war? What human rights issues today do we
live alongside?

● What is your understanding of the Emancipation Proclamation? Why do some consider
it a military document? Is it possible for it to have been both strategic and visionary?

● History is full of silences on the record, gaps where the stories of people who did not have

citizenship, means, time or access to documentation have been lost and marginalized. Who
do you imagine falls into these categories? What does “silence on the record” look like?

(e.g., erasure of experience, exclusivity in emphasis and significance, bias in depictions, the
assumption of no source material, etc.)

● The 1991 uncovering of an African burial ground in lower Manhattan revealed skeletal remains that could only offer “mute testimony” to their historical significance. Historian Kevin
Gaines:

“In its formative period, the history of African Americans was written against the silences,

evasions and propaganda of a U.S. historical profession that, until the mid-twentieth
century, was dominated by those who had little regard for the humanity of blacks.”

● If stories are lived but untold, are they still important? As a history student, what do you do
with the knowledge that your understanding of the past leaves out the stories of so many?
What questions does this raise for you?
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Segment-Specific
Discussion Guides
1-5
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Characters and Faces:
Sean Eversley
Bradwell
(Narrator)

The Reverend
Zachariah Tyler

John Tyler

Edward Sorrell

Sydney Sorrell

John Sorrell

Col. William
Silliman
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Segment I: Introduction
(Scene 1 – Scene 6, approx. 10 min.)
Pre-screening Notes:
• Hand out the screening notes worksheet and spend some time looking at the quotes and
Vocabulary:
Embellish

Repository
Pension

Furlough

Credence
Sedition

Insurrection
Quota

Vitality

Propaganda

Lamentation
Concepts:

discussing vocabulary, concepts, terms and references. Fill out the first fields together, modeling how to find information. Note: the genre is complicated—it is a staged series of fictional
monologues among archival footage narrated as a historical documentary.

• The methodology of the playwright and filmmakers is described at the start of the film, and
it is important to unpack so that students know what they are watching:

“The men and women portrayed in this film lived over 150 years ago. Zachariah &
John Tyler, Sydney, Edward, & John Sorrell left behind no known letters, photographs, or journals. Their stories are based on military documents, newspapers,

accounts of others, and have been embellished and brought to life through poetry.”
Why is the story told in this way?

Silence on the Historical

•Situate students in the historical context of the film, i.e., place: Ithaca, NY; and time: in the

Historical context

which allowed black troops to enlist in the Union Army and freed some enslaved people

Record

(time and place)

Methodology

(how something is made)

Terms and References:
Trans-Atlantic Slavery
The Civil War

United States Colored
Troops

The Massachusetts 54th

New York City Draft Riots
Strange Fruit

middle of the Civil War, immediately after the Emancipation Proclamation (January 1863)
within the boundaries of the Confederacy (excepting border states).

https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured_documents/emancipation_proclamation/
Clarify characters: This film is about two families from Tompkins County in upstate New

York—the Sorrell family (Sydney, Edward and their son John) and the Tyler family (the

Minister Zachariah Tyler and his son, also named John) who respond to the call for men to
enlist and fight for the United States Colored Troops (USCT). Have students choose one
of these characters to pay special attention to while watching, or count off by five and assign
them characters to track. There is a page in the screening notes to do this.
• Discuss the film’s epigraph to keep in mind throughout screening:
“Know from whence you came. If you know from whence you came, there are
absolutely no limitations to where you can go.”

– James Baldwin. A Letter to My Nephew

Segment 1: Introduction
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Discussion Questions:
1) At the beginning of the film John Tyler reacts to the provision of the Emancipation Proclamation allowing for the enlistment of black soldiers in the Union Army:

It has been said, “that it is necessary and vital for the welfare of its people, for the

greatest benefit of this entire nation to now, finally, allow New York and all states in
this country, to legally recognize our right to fight.”

Why do you think the “right to fight” had been previously denied to him as a black man? Once
it was available to him, why do you think it meant so much?

2) In another opening monologue Edward Sorrell critiques the motivations of the Union
Army in finally enlisting black soldiers:

“Fight. Fight and die. For the man who hesitates and hates to give our lives any credence, even as he fails to meet his own troop quotas, too sensitive for his own sense

of supremacy. It must drive him mad to know that he needs more troops, more able

bodies to fight, for the vitality of the country. Possibly for its very existence. ... Fight

to free your brothers and sisters they say. I do not fall victim to this propaganda.
Once a slave, now I am a father, a husband, a foundation and provider for my family.
This is my duty. I do not need to go to war to prove myself.”

What are the emotions within this speech? How do they differ from John Tyler’s? Why does
he call recruitment propaganda?

Segment 1: Introduction
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3) Edward’s son John Sorrell introduces himself with a different perspective:
“Contrary to what you might think, I was born free, not a slave. I will not be a bitter,
hardened, random laborer all my days. I want to wear the uniform to gain respect.
For all my lamentations and cries for freedom I swear, nobody knows my name.

Our roots are in Africa, now we are a strange fruit in this, our new homeland. Listen

America: we are your children. Born with the power to grow and change, to build

and construct, a new way, eternally focused, direct and effecting. We are civil warriors.”

How and why is John’s perspective so different from his father’s? What is his relationship to
his country and its uniform? What do you hear in this speech that he wants most out of life?

4) Sean Eversley Bradwell speaks to the way this film relocates untold stories at the center
of the work we must do to pursue an accurate understanding of the past:

“The Tyler and Sorrell families played an important role not only in the United
States Civil War, but in the struggle for rights and citizenship for all people. This is
a timeless story and one that is shared by many families today... History is not just
what we choose to re-tell. History is what we choose to recover.”

Does this definition of history fit with how you define history? What does it mean to “choose

to recover” untold stories? How would our understanding of the past change if more previously silent voices and stories were heard?

Segment 1: Introduction
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Segment 2: Enlistment
(Scene 7 – Scene 21, approx. 20 min.)

Vocabulary:

Pre-screening Notes:

Fellowship

In this segment, Sean Eversley Bradwell discusses the significance of the church for black

Rejuvenation
Conscious
Tranquility
Bondage
Endure
Orator

Divine Providence
Lofty

Inalienable
Blunt

Sleight of Hand
Scarcity
Haste

Humility

Reverence
Progeny

Americans, specifically, the AME Zion Church. “Historically, the church has played a significant role in the lives of black Americans. Given the hardships and cruelty of slavery, spirituality and salvation took a heightened position. The church became a spiritual and physical

place for rest and rejuvenation and one of the most important meeting houses. The church
was not just a house of worship but a house of fellowship. Communities were formed in and

around the church. The AME Zion denomination, or the African Methodist Episcopal denomination, was created in 1796 by a group of African Americans who were trying to merge
their spirituality with political activism.”

It is important to note that this is the same denomination where 9 people were killed at a

prayer meeting in the spring of 2015 in Charleston, SC. President Barack Obama’s eu-

logy of Clementa Pinkney, who was killed in that attack, also discusses the history and
importance of the AME Zion Church in American history. (http://www.nytimes.com/video/
us/100000003767801/obama-delivers-eulogy-in-charleston.html)

Concepts:

A good opportunity to pause to discuss is around 22 minutes into the film, when the cam-

Mutuality

paused and in view, students can look at their expressions and into their eyes, talking about

Political activism

era pushes in on a still, archival photograph of the U.S.C.T. soldiers. With the men’s faces

Personal/ Political

what they see and wonder about them, what they are thinking, etc. This invites the kind of

Terms and References:
AME Zion Denomination
Harriet Tubman

Underground Railroad
Frederick Douglass
Abolitionism

U.S.C.T. 26th

Civil Rights General Order
No.143

reopening of the archives through imagination that mimics the film’s methodology, i.e., “what
can we read into the photograph?”

Another opportunity for a writing activity comes in this segment when a list of names of enlisting soldiers is read aloud. Ask students to write down one of the names. A creative writing
option would be to write about the war through inventing a new character, imagining into
the name and creating a background, world, and reasons for and against enlisting. As an

alternative, students can take the name and write a letter addressed to this unknown soldier,
asking a series of questions that would help fill in the blanks of his story.

Segment 2: Enlistment
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Discussion Questions:
1) Sydney Sorrell describes Harriet Tubman, an abolitionist, Union war hero, and conductor of the Underground Railroad who passed through Tompkins County:

“And Harriet, that spiritual woman of justice guided by divine providence, escaped

bondage as a young woman. Then she goes back into that hell, that misery that she
and countless millions endured... Saint Harriet I call her sometimes.”

What are the personal characteristics in Harriet Tubman that Sydney admires? How would
you describe her bravery? How are her actions similar to free African Americans who would
enlist to fight for the USCT? If you were in their shoes, would you enlist?

2) Sean Eversley Bradwell makes an important point about the historical context of the
film when he states:

“Our story takes place in the middle of the nineteenth century, when words like freedom and liberation were not just lofty ideas to be debated and discussed.”

Why were words “freedom” and “liberation” more concrete, less “lofty,” during this time?
How has the struggle for freedom from racial discrimination evolved since the abolition of

slavery? How does language shift and get created by each generation to name its problems
and struggles?

3) In this segment, the Rev. Zachariah Taylor addresses his parishioners with a call to duty:
“I wish to speak to you today regarding the obligations of the population, the social
responsibility of what it truly means to be a liberated people... Our situation now
calls for us to take action, to take to the fight. We are conscious and wide-awake,
no longer in tranquility. The harmony and peace we seek is in the struggle at hand.

Today I stand before you a free man but down south, many of our brothers and sisters are still enslaved, held up in bondage, enduring a crucified existence in agony.”

What do his words suggest about the rewards of mutual assistance, or the costs of not taking part in the struggle by enlisting? Do you believe it is true that no-one is free while others
are oppressed?

Segment 2: Enlistment
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4) There is both timeless relevance and also something distinct to context (time and place)
in the following statement:

“The decision to enlist in war, to volunteer to fight and possibly die as a soldier,
should never be entered into lightly. This was especially true of the Civil War. The

unimaginable hardships, the scarcity of food, the violence, and the casualties were
certainly known to any person considering enlistment. These hardships were not

only known to soldiers, but they were also known to families. A decision to enlist
was not made in haste. It was made in consultation. It was deliberate. Enlistment
was with intention.”

What are the kinds of things any enlistee considers? What do you know about the hardships

faced by Civil War soldiers? In what ways could the decision to enlist in the Civil War have
been alike and distinct for white and black volunteers? How is it the same or different for
soldiers enlisting today?

5) Sydney Sorrell’s monologue in this segment speaks to the agony she feels in letting both
her son and husband go to war:

“John, born into what freedom we have to claim... And Edward, the man who came
up from slavery, holding my hand, whispering in my ear, sweet nothings, promise
of tomorrow, I can see them now. Nobody owns them but themselves, but they are

still my men. My men! And if they believe in their hearts that they must go and fight
in this war, make the sacrifice for everyone, for our ancestors, for this family... There
comes a time when all people must take part in their lives, to make a change for all

time, for the greater good of the whole world, this must be our conviction. We must
have the belief that this is our truth.”

Why does Sydney say her son was born into “what freedom we can claim”? In what ways
was the experience of freedom for free African Americans living in the North still limited

and incomplete? Why is she so moved by Harriet Tubman’s example but so torn to send
her men? How are her words driven by a combination of mind, body, spirit and heart? How

do the emotions in this monologue speak to an audience in the present day? How do they
speak to family?

Segment 2: Enlistment
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Segment 3: Training
And Deployment
(Scene 22 – Scene 33, approx. 20 min.)
Vocabulary:
Ballyhoo
Fanfare

Pre-screening Notes:

Wrath

Clarify the stated causes of the Civil War according to the Statements of Secession by

Trivialize
Vengeance
Demystify

Conviction
Exalt

Forthwith
Indignity
Tyranny

Genocide

Reckoning
Property

Infestation
Shackle

Concepts:

the Confederacy, underscoring the centrality of slavery. Clarify that, because of this, USCT
troops faced execution if caught.

In this segment Colonel Silliman tells the volunteers:
“It is my duty... to inform you so that you are warned, any colored federal soldier
captured by rebel troops, shall suffer penalty of death, and be executed forth with.”

For the USCT 26th regiment to travel close to Charleston, SC, “the military and political
center for the Confederacy,” carried an added symbolic and mortal layer for black soldiers.
CHALLENGING CONTENT / TRIGGER WARNING:

Inequity and Disparity

There is a long monologue in this scene that is central to Edward Sorrell’s character de-

Empathy

understanding of the Middle Passage, so that the references to it in this monologue are

Terms and References:

rell’s memory of his Uncle being drawn and quartered is similar to Douglass’s memory (on

We shall overcome

stained” gate that ushers others into a discussion of slavery.

Rebel troop

Discussion Questions:

The Middle Passage

1) How does each character approach each stage of enlistment / training / battle differently?

The auction block

2) Pause at the uniform and discuss its significance to the characters as citizens. What does

Freedom fighter

its (some would argue tragic) characteristics—the cap instead of helmet, the brass button

Nonlinear Narrative

velopment. In it, he also makes important references. Prior to screening, discuss student

(Full) Citizenship

put into context. If students have read Frederick Douglass, a connection between Sor-

Invisible Man

Federal soldier
Confederacy
Amistad

page 2 of his autobiography) describing the beating of his Aunt Hester, acting as the “blood

Lynch mob

putting on a uniform mean? What do you notice in its details? Take a moment to observe

Drawn and Quartered

placed close to the heart that could be seen as a perfect target through clouds of gunpowder.

Segment 3: Training And Deployment
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3) Edward Sorrell’s perspective in this segment shifts in powerful ways:
“Everything this new world had to offer us was the indignity of insult after insult. Wild
dogs and countless beatings, crack of the whip, a million lashings, the innocent
weeping, tears for the hanged man, all the families broken and lost on the auction

block. Will we remember these days?...Years of suffering at the hands of tyranny
and injustice, economics, governments, lynch mobs, legions of death squads, civil

bondage, total oppression of a people, and genocide of our race... Now we have

come to shatter all myth, we are freedom fighters. And out of these ashes and misery that is sure to come, we will be born anew, shed in the past, casting it aside,
cleansing, mending our memories though we never forget. Never, ever give up, until
tomorrow is ours to shape... America! this is your reckoning.”

What do you hear loudest in his monologue? To whom is he speaking? What is Edward
Sorrell asking the audience to do? How does this monologue create a shift in his character?
What does he mean when he states, “America! This is your reckoning”?

4) John Sorrell lists some of the hardships faced by Civil War soldiers:
“I dream sometimes, I think, especially while digging in the trenches, during long

periods of nothing but waiting and physical labor I find myself awakened to a new

reality. I’ve seen everything; from June bugs to lightning seeds, engulfed and then

consumed by infestation, living amongst these swamp things, creepy, crawly, spi-

ders, snakes, alligators, swarms of insects, mosquitoes and all this humidity and
one hundred degree heat wrapped in wool pants... We got to believe and trust in
each other because, truthfully, each other is all we got.”

In what ways does John draw strength and hope from physical and emotional hardship?

Segment 3: Training And Deployment
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5) When Edward Sorrell is at camp in South Carolina, he describes a memory of his uncle

being drawn and quartered—a terrifying, violent image. In the first chapter of Narrative of

the Life of Frederick Douglass, Douglass describes the beating of his Aunt Hester in a
way that brings the violence and terror of slavery to the forefront of the reader’s mind. Historian Saidiya Hartman writes:

By locating this ‘horrible exhibition’ in the first chapter... Douglass establishes the

centrality of violence to the making of the slave and identifies it as an original generative act equivalent to the statement ‘I was born.’ The passage through the bloodstained gate is an inaugural moment in the formation of the enslaved.

This resonates with Edward Sorrell’s story about his uncle, suggesting that Sorrell (and the
viewer) are passing back through the blood-stained gate as the fighting gets closer. Maybe

this is a necessary element in Edward building the will to fight. What do you think? Is it necessary to process this level of violence in an attempt to understand slavery?

6) Saidiya Hartman also writes about how describing violent and horrifying stories creates

an experience in which the reader or viewer is cast into spectatorship, where the limits of
empathy become apparent. She writes:

Are we witnesses who confirm the truth of what happened in the face of the worlddestroying capacities of pain, the distortions of torture, the sheer unrepresentability

of terror, and the repression of the dominant accounts? Or are we voyeurs fascinated with and repelled by exhibitions of terror and sufferance? What does the
exposure of the violated body yield? Proof of black sentience or the inhumanity of
the ‘peculiar institution’? Or does the pain of the other merely provide us with the

opportunity for self-reflection? At issue here is the precariousness of empathy and
the uncertain line between witness and spectator.

What questions does Hartman raise? What do you think?

7) In the national discourse, are slave / struggle narratives overly represented / portrayed in

cinema and other depictions of black folk? (e.g. Django Unchained, 12 Years a Slave, The
Birth of A Nation (2016), Selma, Malcolm X, etc.)

Segment 3: Training And Deployment
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Segment 4: War
(Scene 34 – Scene 44, approx. 20 min.)

Vocabulary:
Vicious

Despair

Emblazon
Wayside
Bawdy

Forsaken
Elation
Solace

Entwine

Inexorable
Concepts:

Cultural literacy
Terms and References:

Pre-screening Notes:
It is impossible for us to understand what it was like to be a soldier in the Civil War, yet honoring and memorializing those who fought means that we must try. Try to listen to what the
characters are telling you about what it was like to fight.

In historian Adam Rothman’s essay ‘Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction’, he expressed the idea that “[t]he deep and wide-spread providentialism of both northerners and

southerners—the idea that God’s will directed the war—cannot easily be reconciled with an

emphasis on the war’s modern technology and strategy.” In her book Mothers of Invention,
about the women of the Confederacy, historian Drew Gilpin Faust describes their struggles
with something called theodicy, “the vindication of divine goodness and providence in view

of the existence of evil.” Christianity was used as a justification for slavery as much as it

fueled the most radical Abolitionists. Pay attention to how faith and religion act for these
characters in war.

Negro spiritual

40 acres and a mule

Three-fifths compromise
Reconstruction
Buffalo soldier
Freedom rider

Discussion Questions:
1) Pause after the song “Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel.” What is this song about? Why
is she singing it now? How does the repeated line “then why not every man, why not every
man?” get at the heart of the film?

Segment 4: War
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2) Sydney goes on to describe:
“A big, black cat crossed my path, it looked like a shadow of itself... Who is my deceased, who has passed on? Who will be left behind in some grave in the south,
some place I will never see? In my despair, am I a grieving wife with agony at the
loss of her husband? Or rather, a mother crying out for the loss of her boy? In these

lamentations, how do I find balance between dread and joy? Despair that, despair
for the one who’s gone and elation that it wasn’t the other?”

How would you put Sydney’s train of thought and questions into your own words?

3) We find out the answer to Sydney’s question as John Sorrell mourns the loss of his
father:

“...how does a son mourn the death of his father?...I wish you had never gone to
war. My only solace is hoping that this is how you would have wanted it, defending
the honor and dignity of our people, forever entwined in your honor and dignity as a
man, father, husband. We are the dirt, the seed, the roots and the tree.”

Discuss this imagery, and whether it describes how Edward came to understand his place
in the war.

Segment 4: War
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4) John Sorrell also reflects on his own mortality and place in the war:
“And if I should live or fall by the wayside, I’m thinking, was going through all this
worth becoming a man, earning respect? We’re going to make it through this, we
have to. This is our survival. Mama, I miss your molasses cookies... I miss home, I
miss you.”

How do you think he would answer his own question? Has he changed?

5) John Tyler makes the simple statement: “I want to live.” Is this a remarkable thought?
What if we thought of it as one? He says:

“We have been changed in inexorable ways. Yet, the times are slow to keep up. Still,
a spirit, a sense of adventure has been born out of all this death. I want to live, so

when this war ends, I’m going to see the world, from the Atlantic, beyond the middle

passage, to new horizons on the Pacific Ocean, beyond these battlefields, these
mass graves, these memories.”

Can you relate to his character? How is your perspective similar, or different?

Segment 4: War
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Segment 5: Conclusion
(Scene 45 – Scene 49, approx. 10 min.)

Vocabulary:

Pre-screening Notes:

Tumultuous

Sean Eversley Bradwell reminds us:

Muster out
Skirmish

Breakwater
Sentient
Inherent

Emancipate
Concepts:

Memorializing war
Freedom
Racism

Memory
Terms and References:
Appomattox

Gettysburg Address

“War is not just about those who fight and die. War is also about those who survive
and the surviving families.”

Before finishing the film, pause to discuss: what do you hope or fear happens to those who
survive?

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. came of age in Boston as a white abolitionist, dropped out of
Harvard to fight for the Union, survived and had a long career as a Supreme Court Justice
who had a significant influence on the 20th century United States. In Louis Menand’s book

The Metaphysical Club, he describes how Holmes changed his worldview as a result of the
violence he survived, emerging as someone who was deeply suspicious of those who would

fight for a cause, even abolitionism. Think about the ways in which this could be different

from how the worldviews of these characters evolve over the course of the war, and whether
white and black Americans think about the Civil War in different way.

Discussion Questions:
1) What happens when you live through a war? What happened to these characters, specifically, in terms of their daily lives and how they thought about themselves and their citizenship in the U.S.?

Segment 5: Conclusion
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2) In Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, he says:
“...that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which
they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these
dead shall not have died in vain.”

How does this film add depth and a new angle to the text? Sydney Sorrell puts it this way:
“A stone shall not break or move until it falls into the sands of time. We gave every-

thing. Overflowing all depth of the breakwater, and for this we owe a great debt to
each other.”

What does her imagery evoke for you? How do we honor the debt she describes?

3) Sean Eversley Bradwell describes the end of the war:
Skirmishes continued throughout the next few weeks. A small battle took place at

Palmito Ranch, Texas. Many believe this to be the last major action between Con-

federate and Union troops, though we now know the fighting would continue for
centuries.

How does the final montage of the film illustrate this point? What are the ways in which the
Civil War ended, and what are the ways in which its underlying issues continue?

Segment 5: Conclusion
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4) Think about some of the enduring understandings to take from this film; possibilities include:
•
•
•

•
•

USCT soldiers served so that we can all be free, not bound by shackles.

This story is not just about the Tylers & the Sorrells, but about all the soldiers
who served in the USCT.

Black people were active agents in the struggle for Emancipation and in American history. They were subjects in their own narratives, not objects to be used
by others.

The stories need to be told for them to reclaim their rightful place in our shared
history, and to remind us of what we need to continue today.
They did their part, now we do ours.

Would you add anything to this list?

5) At the close of the film, Zachariah Tyler reflects:
In time, I hope we come to understand what this civil war was all about. What is the
true cost of freedom and the inherent responsibility that we all share? In the wake
of all this destruction and hardship, how do we measure the terror that we lived

through as a people and as a nation? What value do we place when priceless is

justice, life and liberty? Emancipated today, how far have we come and how much

further do we have to go?...And if freedom rings across this world, over the genera-

tions hundreds of years from now, will we still be trying to get away from the ill-fated
legacy of being an ex-slave?

Choose one of Tyler’s questions and respond to it.

Segment 5: Conclusion
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Post-Screening
Discussion Questions
& Writing Prompts
Did you recognize any of the images in the final montage? Which ones? Why do you think
that collection of images was chosen to conclude the film? How do the final images connect
to what the characters are saying at the end of the film?

What was it like for John Tyler and John Sorrell to come of age during this time?

Did you relate to anything said by any of these characters? What were the ways in which

their lives and concerns felt familiar to you, and what were the ways in which they felt distant,
either because they lived so long ago or thought about their lives differently from how you
do?

Nobility of character is an ideal that surfaces regularly in 19th century texts. How does it
appear in this film? Is nobility of character something people think about now?

CIVIL WARRIORS begins:
“The men and women portrayed in this film lived over 150 years ago. Zachariah
and John Tyler, Sydney, Edward, and John Sorrell left behind no known letters,

photographs, or journals. Their stories are based on military documents, newspapers, the accounts of others, and have been embellished, imagined and brought to
life through poetry.”

What do you think about the methodology of the authors and filmmakers, who aim to create
an historical work using a narrative voice? Why is this necessary? Is it effective?
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Toni Morrison writes:
“The slave population, it could be and was assumed, offered itself up as surrogate
selves for meditation on problems of human freedom, its lure and its elusiveness.”

What does she mean? What do you think? How does it relate to the film?

Does CIVIL WARRIORS offer a view of the Civil War that aligns with or differs from how the
war is generally treated in textbooks and other films? If you think it differs, does it subtly (or

overtly) change the dominant narrative of U.S. History and the American Civil War for a high
school student? Does it go far enough?

Do you think the film has a target audience? How do you imagine audiences of different
ages, from different parts of the country, might react to it in different ways?

What will you remember from having watched this film?
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Documents:
Secession, Emancipation,
&
the Confederate Flag
Concepts:

This topic asks students

Goal: Build perseverance and literacy skills with primary sources, along with complete

dom—from liberation from

slavery— including the argument that white equality relies on black enslavement.

to explore notions of Freebondage to “states’ rights,”

the idea of a southern heritage that places the con-

understanding that the Confederate Cause, in the words of its leaders, was to preserve

Recommended Resources:

federate flag on state sym-

Document:

between causes and cata-

Document:

bols, and the distinctions
lysts, especially in relation
to war.

Confederate Statement of Secession (1861)
The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 Slavery as the central cause of war is stated here
clearly. Have students locate it.
Document:

The Emancipation Proclamation (1863) This is one of the most misunderstood documents in American History—examine its text closely, including its rider, significance,
context, ironies, limitations, and its ultimate power.
Article:

Ta-Nehisi Coates, “What This Cruel War Was Over” The Atlantic 10/15/2013 &
6/22/2015

Consider:
“But Douglass saw that Lincoln’s edict put the nation on an irreversible course.

‘For my own part,’ he later recalled, ‘I took the proclamation, first and last, for a
little more than it purported, and saw in its spirit a life and power far beyond its

letter.’ He added: ‘Its meaning to me was the entire abolition of slavery, wherever

the evil could be reached by the Federal arm, and I saw that its moral power would

extend much further. It was, in my estimation, an immense gain to have the war for
the Union committed to the extinction of slavery, even from a military necessity.”

Tom Chaffin, “How Douglass Came Around to Lincoln” New York Times 12/7/2014
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Activities:

● Close-text annotation of each text, context and subtext of the primary documents.
● Discuss quotes from the Coates article in small groups.
● Assign characters related to people in history who would be different stakeholders in
relation to the Fugitive Slave Act, and have them try role-playing various scenarios,

stopping to discuss the likely results of a variety of actions. (Theater of the Oppressed
is a great organization to support this kind of activity in the classroom.)

● Research Lincoln’s evolution of ideas concerning slavery (along with the variety of
angles abolitionists were coming from).

● Hold a mock or real debate about the meaning of the Confederate flag and other
symbols of southern heritage. Try to find ways to find common ground among the
perspectives.
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Debate & Take a Stand:
The Case for Reparations

Concepts:
Ideology

Dehumanization
Fear

Legacy of Racism in U.S.
Kleptocracy

Debt Peonage
Voting Rights

Equal Protection Under Law
The New Deal
Redlining

“Concentration of
Disadvantage”

American Dream
“Dreamers”

Prisons and taking a stand

Goal: Connect the context of CIVIL WARRIORS to the New Deal and to the present-day. Bring the discussion up to date in a way that encourages taking a stand

on a current political question, demanding that students to respond to Sydney Sorrell’s conviction when she says “we gave everything.” Have students take sides on

the idea of reparations, then write a position paper/ letter to their House Representatives on the HR 40 Bill.
Recommended Resources:
Article: Ta Nehisi Coates

“The Case for Reparations”

Article: Sharifa Rhodes-Pitts,

“The Worth of Black Men, from Slavery to Ferguson”

Audio Clip: Ta Nehisi Coates

“Between the World and Me”

NPR’s Code Switch Commentary:

A Desire for a Reckoning Meets the Wish for a Reset

Document:
HR 40 Bill
Activities:

Explore the interactive features of the Coates article on the Atlantic website—
these are powerful classroom tools.

“Liberals today mostly view racism not as an active, distinct evil but as a relative of
white poverty and inequality. They ignore the long tradition of this country actively
punishing black success—and the elevation of that punishment, in the mid-20th
century, to federal policy.”

Ta-Nehisi Coates, The Case For Reparations, The Atlantic, 2014
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Debate:
“It will take federal policy to address the legacies of racism and race-based poverty in
the United States. HR 40 should be introduced as a bill in Congress.”

In groups, brainstorm different forms reparations could take. Write an exploratory essay,

a letter to the editor, draft a social media post, or write and send a position letter to House

Reps re: HR 40 (this bill suggests that the idea of reparations should just be brought to the
table for discussion).

Metacognitive Discussion: How does CIVIL WARRIORS both subtly and overtly change
the dominant narrative of U.S. history and the Civil War for a high school student? Does it
go far enough?

Consider the following quotes:
“What I’m talking about is more than recompense for past injustices—more than

a handout, a payoff, hush money, or a reluctant bribe. What I’m talking about is a
national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal. Reparations would mean the

end of scarfing hot dogs on the Fourth of July while denying the facts of our heritage.
Reparations would mean the end of yelling “patriotism” while waving a Confederate

flag. Reparations would mean a revolution of the American consciousness, a reconciling of our self-image as the great democratizer with the facts of our history.”

– Ta-Nehisi Coates,

“The Case for Reparations”

“When Abraham Lincoln and his contemporaries spoke of compensated emancipation, they did not feel a need to specify compensation for whom. No one talked of
freedom dues, only of the folly of offering Negroes an unearned ‘gift’.”

– Barbara J. Fields,

“Slavery, Race & Ideology in the United States of America”
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II. Student Materials
And Worksheets
Pre- and Post-Screening Notes Worksheets
Writing Assignment
Vocabulary
Additional Resources

Page 34

Civil Warriors

Pre-Screening
Vocabulary & Concepts
Worksheet
1. Look at the vocabulary, concepts, terms and references list. Write (below) some you
know, and some that are new to you, and define the new ones.

I know:

I learned:

I know:

I learned:

VOCABULARY

CONCEPTS

Definitions:

Definitions:

TERMS AND REFERENCES
I know:

I learned:

Definitions:
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2. Setting/ Historical Context (When and where does the film take place? What was the significance of the Emancipation
Proclamation for the characters we will see, for the armies at war, and for African American history?)

3. Mood and Tone (Note how camera angles, lighting, music, narration, and/ or editing contribute to creating an atmosphere in this film)
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4. Characterization: Choose one of the main characters (John Tyler, Zachariah Tyler, John Sorrell, Edward Sorrell, or

Sydney Sorrell) and track that person’s values, hopes, fears and feelings about the war. By actively listening to the monologues and taking notes, look for how the character is introduced, what distinguishes this character from others, turning
points and shifts in perspective, and how their feelings are reflected at the close of the story.
Character Name & Relationship to Other Characters:

Values, Hopes, Fears, and Emotions:

Turning Points and/or shifts in perspective:

Quotes:
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Post-Screening
Worksheet
After viewing:

1. What are the central messages of this film?

2. What do you understand about this topic and its history that would not be conveyed as effectively as a written source?

3. Write a question to the filmmakers that is left unanswered by the film:
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Writing Assignment:
Response Paper,
Monologue or Letter
Format: 2-3 Pages, typed and polished
Writing a Response Paper:
These types of papers are relatively informal, and should be used to think something through

or respond to new information and ideas. A successful response paper keeps a close focus
and avoids unnecessary digressions. Quote and respond. Question and think, returning to

the film itself repeatedly. Try to identify something from the film that interests you to explore

and ponder in writing. It could be something you understand, but the paper may be more
interesting if you spend it exploring something you don’t quite understand.

Avoid an approach that leads to oversimplified agreeing or disagreeing with the message

of the film. Instead, use the paper to explore the ways you feel drawn to parts of the film or
pushed away from others. This is valuable writing, especially if you use it to think. Begin your
response paper with a short paragraph summarizing the film as a whole, then take it in your
own direction, maybe starting the second paragraph with a quote, an idea or assumption,
an image or question. Try to conclude by identifying some questions the film—or your own
writing about it—has raised.

Writing a Monologue or Letter:
Taking inspiration from the stories told by this film, and by the idea of using informed imagination to unlock historical silences, write an inventive monologue or letter. To write a monologue, invent a name and character from your hometown and write about their experience
with this history. As an alternative, address a letter to that person in the past.

This writing requires 2 angles of approach: creativity and historical accuracy/ evidence.

Through writing, try to get at the range of experiences and emotions people may have had

toward the war at this time. Draw on other texts we have read and your knowledge of the
historical events that led to the Civil War to inform either your character’s perspective and
experience, or the questions you might ask in a letter.

Try to cover the following if you are writing a monologue: life before the war, experiences
during the war or your reactions, and final reflections on how your life and expectations
changed, or not, as a result of the war.
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Prompts to consider: (remember, these are only suggestions or starting points)
• Who are you? (think about geography, gender, race, age, social status, religion,

occupation, family, political standpoint, etc.) What are your goals in life, short and
long-term? What are your hopes and fears? What does your daily life look like?

• Where were you and what did you believe in the buildup to the Civil War? What
happened to you, your family and friends as a result of war?

• How does your character make sense of the United States as a whole, or of its
various parts?

• Can the first line be a dramatic hook into the piece as a whole?
• Try to incorporate specific details, events, names and terms as much as possible.
You don’t have to define them, but you could mention things as if anyone you’re
talking to understands, and then react (e.g., Fugitive Slave Laws)

• Think about genre and audience. This could be a letter, even a love letter, if you
want, or a letter to a newspaper, or to the President, etc. It could also be a diary
entry or a speech.

• Think about whether your character represents the norm, or an exception to the
norm.
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Vocabulary
Segment 1:

Segment 2:

Segment 3:

Segment 4:

Segment 5:

Repository

Fellowship

Fanfare

Despair

Tumultuous

Embellish
Pension

Furlough

Credence
Sedition

Insurrection
Quota

Vitality

Propaganda

Lamentation

Dehumanization

Rejuvenation
Conscious
Tranquility
Bondage
Endure
Orator

Divine providence
Lofty

Inalienable
Blunt

Sleight of hand
Scarcity
Haste

Humility

Reverence
Progeny

Ballyhoo

Trivialize
Wrath

Vengeance
Demystify

Conviction
Exalt

Forthwith
Indignity
Tyranny

Vicious

Emblazon
Wayside
Bawdy

Forsaken
Elation
Solace

Muster out
Skirmish

Breakwater
Sentient
Inherent

Emancipate

Entwine

Inexorable

Genocide

Reckoning
Property

Infestation
Shackle
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Concepts
Silence on the historical record (untold stories)

Empathy, The Limits of Empathy

Methodology (how something is made)

Cultural literacy (references)

Historical context (place and time)
Political activism

(Full) Citizenship

Memorializing war

Mutuality (obligation to help others)

Freedom

The personal is political

Racism

Inequity and Disparity

Memory

Nonlinear narrative

Terms & References
Trans-Atlantic Slavery

Abolitionism

The auction block

Fugitive Slave Law of 1850

General Order 143

Freedom fighter

The Civil War

United States Colored Troops
The Massachusetts 54th

New York City Draft Riots
Strange Fruit

AME Zion Denomination
Harriet Tubman

The Underground Railroad
Frederick Douglass

Civil Rights

U.S.C.T. 26th
Invisible man

We shall overcome
Federal soldier
Rebel troop

Confederacy

The Middle Passage
Amistad

Lynch mob

Drawn and quartered
Negro spiritual

40 acres and a mule

Three-fifths compromise
Reconstruction
Buffalo soldier
Freedom rider
Appomattox

Gettysburg Address
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Additional Resources:
U.S.C.T. Institute for Local History and Family Research
National Archives U.S.C.T. Lesson Plan
Gilder Lehrman U.S.C.T. Page
Gilder Lehrman Lesson Plan on Black Enlistment in the Civil War
African American Civil War Memorial and Museum
NYT Civil War Lesson Plan
PBS Civil War Timeline
Ken Burns Civil War Curriculum
Southern Poverty Law Center
New York Public Library: Digital Schomburg Collections
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database
Library of Congress African American History Collections
EdTech: Best African American/ Black History Websites
Cornell University Africana Studies and Research Center
Clearinghouse for Teaching About State Sanctioned Violence in the US
Colorlines News for Action
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