By MARION D.deB. KILEON

Towards Freedom: An Analysis of Slave
Revolts in the United States

HROUGHOUT THE HIsTORY of slavery in the United States there oc-
T curred a variety of more or less subtle expressions of opposition to
the slave system by the enslaved. Opposition took many forms, ranging
from individual attempts to thwart the system through negligence In
waork to mass endeavors to gverthrow the system, One class of opposi-
tion to the status of servitude is represented by slave vevolts, which
may be defined minimally as attempts to achieve freedom by groups of
siaves. Although the data on slave revolty are fragmentary, three {ypes
may be distinguished on the basis of sixty-flve cases meeting this mini-
mal definition. These are Systematic or Rational Revolts, Unsystematic
or Vandalistic Revolts, and Situational or Opportunistic Revolts, The
analysis of the characteristics of each of these types of revolt, of their
distribution in time and space, of their leadership, and of their reper-
cussions is the concern of this paper,

The three types of slave revolt differ In form, purpose, salient attri-
butes, territorial extent, and participants. Variable aspects of these
categories are expressed in Tables 1, 2, and 3, While each table sum-
marizes the available evidence on revolts of a particular type, further
elaboration of the content and implications of these ecategories Is neces-
sary.

The Type 1 or Systematic Revolt, of which the prototypes are the
conspiracies of Gabriel Prosser and Depmark Vesey, is criented towards
overthrowing the slave system itself and establishing a Negro state. It
is characterized, therefore, by careful planning and organization which
necessitate a eonsiderable period of preparation. Careful planning is
¢videnced by the means decided upon to realize the establishment of the
Negro state. Both Prosser and Vesey planned initially to gain control
of a city and thereafter to extend their operations into the surrounding
area, Such a plan involves the systematic allocation of tasks to various
groups and individuals and the caleulation of the numbers of insurgents
upon wham reliance could be placed. Further evidence of the rational
conception of these uprisings is found in the facts that Gabriel Prosser
intended to spare certzin sympathetic groups of whites and hoped for
aid from poor whites and Indians, and that Vesey hoped to have exter-
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nal ald from the West Indies and Africa to maintain his state after jis
astablishment.! One corollary of such systematic planning is g long
period of preparation which, in turn, increases the likelihood of djs.
covery by the slavocracy; it is not surprising, therefore, that of the seven.
teen Type I Revolts® which have been distinguished, only one went ge.
yond the planning phase, A second corollary of such rational planning
is that it is likely to involve the recruitment of a large number of in.
surgents from a number of counties.

Two aspects of Type I Revolts merit further comment: the urban
factor and armed conflict with the slavocracy. The urban factor is sig.
nificant in 71 percent of the Type I Revolts, five of them occurring with-
in an urban complex and seven others initially oriented fowards gaining
control of a city. The urban factor appears to have been simificant as
a source both of more cosmopolitan ideas and of greater role differentis.
tion for Negroes. This does not imply that Type I Revolts are necessarily
urban inspired. While Vesey was a resident of Charleston, South Caro.
lina, Prosser lived six miles outside of Richmond, Virginia. Moreover,
20 percent of the Type I Revolts were not urban oriented. Thus the ur-
ban f{actor seems to facilitate rather than to determine the development
of Type I Revolis. The second noteworthy aspect of Type I Revolis is
that while the achievement of their ultimate goals necessitates armed
conflict with members of the slavocracy potentially leading to blood
shed and property destruction, this is a secondary phenomenon rather
than a primary goal.

By contrast, the Type II or Vandalistic Revelt, of which the prototype
is Nat Turner’s insurrection, represents a haphazard expression of oppo-
sition to the slave system almed at the destruction of slave holders and
their property. It lacks systematic preparafion but may be either of
lengthy or of virtually spontaneous conception. Its ungystematic charac-
ter and potential spontaneity imply both that it has a greater likeli-
hood of reaching the activist stage® than Type I Revolis and that reli-
ance upon the gathering of recruits as the revolt gains momentum is of
more importance than in the Type I Revolt. For example, deciding one
Sunday afternoon to begin his long contemplated revolt that night,
Turner set out with a handful of fellow insurgents whose numbems
swelled to seventy during the course of the rising.* A further implica
tien of the unsystematic nature of the Type II Revolt is that it tendsio
be localized within a single county and to be a rural rather than an
urban-oriented phenomenon® Moreover, lacking any well-defined goals

*Herbert Aptheker, Ameriean Negro Stue Revolts (New York, 1043, pp. 101-08, 220, 225; #7284
3595-6598%& Cephas Carrelt, Slane Insurrections in( the United Statgg gsaa-xeas (Boston, 188

*Table 1 summarizes the svidence for Type I Revalts,

: fﬁ nlgl:kggu.gt;egtﬂ‘%%%% P}}%mits. B0 parcent sucezeded in achieving this stage.

¥ Table 2 simmearizsd the data on Type II Revolts,
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1Unless gtherwise noled the dats contalned in this and subsequent lables sre based upom
materis] derived from Aptheker, op. cit

fGakrisl Prosser’s Revolt,

*Denmark Vesey's Revol,
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beyond the immediate desiruciion of the life and property of the slave.
holder, the Type II Revclt implies the insurgents’ unconscious acceptange
of ultimate capitulation o the pewer of the slavocracy.”

The Type I1II or Opportunistic Revolt aims at eseape from servitude,
It is characterized by a group of slaves attempting to escape either {o g
non-glave area or from remcval 10 areas of more oppressive servitude,
It tends, therefore, to be situationally determined. Given the realistie
oppertunity to escape to a free area by land or sea, the group attempts
to realize this objective. Thus like the Type I Revoli it is rationally
concelved, and like the Type II Revolt it may be virtually spontaneouns?
Significanily, the only successful slave revolt of which there is evidence
falls into the Type I1T category.®

Slave revolts of all three types oceurred throughout the slave period
and in all the slave regions of the United States. The distribuiicn of
types of slave revolts in {ime and space Is summarized in Table 4, If the
slave period is divided inte Pre-1776 or Colonial, 1776-1800 or Revolu-
tionary, 1801-1828 or Old South Slave, and 1830-1880 or Deep South
Slave perlods, o number of broad trends are observable. In the Colonigl
peried, slave revolts occurred in Northern colonies as well as in South.
ern colonies; in the Southern colonles they developed primarily in Vir-
ginla and South Caroling, In the Revolutionary period with the disap-
pearance of the glave system from the North and its exiension in the
South, slave revolts necessarily originated only in Southern states, pri-
marily in Virginia, South Caroling, and Louisiana, During the predomi
nance of slavery in the Old South, slave revolis mainly occurred there
and in border states. As the New South patiern was entrenched in the
final period of slavery, slave revolts took place there as well as in other
parts of the slave region.?

A noteworthy aspect of the distribution of glave revolls is the con-
centration of types of slave revolls in time. Type I Revolis oceur fairly
congzistently throughout the slave period with slight peaks in the Calo
nial and Old South periods. Type II Revolis are a predominantly Colo-
nial phenomenon (56 percent), while Type III gre concentrated in the
New South Period { 58 percent). The predominance of Type III Revclis
in the last period of slavery may be attributed to the increasingly op-
pressive character of slavery during this time, particularly in the New
South, which made any other {ype of revolt virtually impracticable.

#The characterization of Type 1 and Type II Revolls Has been based prhmarily on Sn anoyss
of their pmi@%y;ies‘ Despile necessacily fragmentary evidence, it was decided to classity 20 sthel
revolty as Type ot T, A}éf? 11, There are, however, 28 other conspiracles on which dain are msul-
ficlent to cissify s otfhor Type I or Tyse 1L, but on which there (& some geful information:

iney have been placed In a residual calegory: =7 The following conepivacies fall into 'Z‘é%a P
Ark.-La, 1056; D.C, 1838; Kv, 1610, 1836; La, 1812, 1635, 1850; N, C, 1895, 1045; 8. ¢, 1713, 1429, 1485

Ga, 1835, Md. 1003; N, ¥, 1778, Tenn, 1850; Texas 1886; Va. 1709, 1719, 1723, 1736, 1810,

7'Takle 3 sumumarizes the daia on Type 11T Revolts,

8 Texgs 1051, Antheker, op. it &34 .

b For relative and absolute shifls in the Nogre i{;o?uiation of varlous states sec Unlted States Bu-
reau of the Census, Negro Papulation (760-1915 (Washington, 1198), pp, EL, B7.
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TAELE 2
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*Carrell, op.cit., p. 38.

Finally, it should be mentioned that slave revolts wers not evenly
distributed spatially over the slave region. They were concentrated
within three main areas: Virginia (25 percent), Louvisiana {15 percent},
and South Carolina (155 percent}. Further, despite variations in time,
within these states revolts clustered in a few counties. In Virginia re-
vilts fended to recur in the coastal tebacco counties; Gabriel Prosser's
revolt, however, encompassed the inland counties of Henrico, Louiss,
Hanover, Chesterfield, and Caroline,* some of which were involved in
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*.}“alsgua Coffin, An Account of Some of the Principal Slave Duswrrections (MNew Yeork, 1S,
P14,

another Type I Revolt in 1818, The following tabulation summarizes the

agricultural situation in the eighteen insurrection counties of Virgiaia
in 1860:

Eighteen Revolt Counties (12 percent) of Virginia-18601

pereent of State total

Crop: tobacco 14 Slaves 24
Slave holders 25 Holdings (acres)

{300-499 ] 1,000+ 15

200.288 50 34 13

1-3 24)

W z:vp c{t
utniled Sigt us Crf:tief:; Agriculture of the United States in 1860 (Washington, 1864}, p#

138, 158, 163, :’.l& 39, 243-45.
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TABLE 4
DISTRIBUTION OF SLAVE REVQLTS
TYPE PREITTE 1P75-1B00 1841-1829 18301840 IO
1 Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
NY. 15 4.4 0.0 &0
Md, 15 0.0 0.0 0.0
Va. 3.0 4.5 15 0.0
s, 13 0.0 3.0 0.0
Ga. 8.0 0.0 - 3.0 1.5
La 0.0 0.0 0.0 45
3.0 4.5 %1 6.0 285
it Percent Pervent Percent Percent Percent
NY L5 4.8 {8 a0
Va. 3.0 1.5 0.0 18
N.C. 0.0 1.8 0.0 0.0
5L, 45 0.0 0.0 0.0
Ga, 1.5 0.0 0n 0.0
La 15 1.5 1.5 0.0
Miss, 0.0 40 4,0 1.5
128 4.5 15 3.0 215
“r Pervent Percent Percent Parceni Percent
], 1.5 0.0 0.0 0.8
Md. 0.0 0.0 1.5 0.0
Dg. (151 0.0 HEE 1.5
Ky. 0.0 00 1.5 1.5
Tann, 0.0 HEL 0.0 1§
KL, 0.0 08 15 15
8L, 1.5 0.0 15 1.5
Ga. f.0 0.0 0.0 1.5
La. 0.0 8.0 1.5 4.5
Texas 0.0 2.0 4.0 15
Va, 8.0 0.6 15 0.0
8.0 0.0 8.0 16.0 380
HI Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
Pann, 1.5 0.0 0.0 0o
Md. a0 0.0 0.0 1.5
Ky. 0.0 0.0 1.5 1.5
Mo, 0.0 0.0 0.0 30
Va. 0.0 1.5 0.0 0.0
EC, 15 0.0 0.0 0.0
La. 0.0 0.0 0.0 15
Ga, 0.0 0.0 0.0 15
Ga.-Md, 0.0 0.0 L5 040
Taxas 0.0 0.6 0.0 1.5
340 2.0 30 110 180
TOTAL 82.0% 11.0% 22,0% 350% 100.0%
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The slave revelt counties of Virginia were primarily tobacco planta.
tion couniies. In tobaceo culture “the great properties were ugually
divided . . . into several plantations for more convenient operation™:
Thus slavery under this system was less oppressive than in the Misgs.
sippi Delta region of the ew South period.

With one exception the slave revolts of South Carolina were re.
stricted fo Charleston County. The principal plantation erop was rice,
which invclved larger plantation units and 8 greater number of glaves
than tobacco, a task system of production, and frequently absontes
landlordism.*? The following tabulation summarizes the agriculturg
picture in the two insurrection counties of South Caroling in 186¢:

Two Revolt Counties (7 percent) of South Carolina-15604

percent of State total

Crop: Tice 83
Slave holders 11
{1,000 100
5009989 43
1-3 18

Slaves 14

Holdings{acres}

1,000+ 8

3-8 17

Congidering the patently oppressive nature of the slave system asw-
ciated with rice eulture, it does not seem accidental that slave insur-
rections should have tazken place predominantly in Charleston County
with its major urban complex.

Although & few slave revolts in Louisiana occurred in the vicinity
of New Orleans, most of the revolts recurred in counties bordering the
Mississippi River north and west of Baton Rouge. Although there was
considerable agriculiural diversification in these counties, they were
primarily sugar producers. Like rice, sugar production invelved large
numbers of robust adult slaves.’ The general agricultural set-up it
the insurrection counties of Louisiana in 1860 is summarized in the fol
lowing tabulation:

Ten Revolt Counties {21 percent) of Louisiana-1860""
percent of State total

Crops: rice 15
cotton 16
cane sugar 41

¥ Inhvich Bonncll Philllps, American Negro Slopery (New York, 1952), p. 84,
R Ibid., pp, BD, 228, 250, 2%8

# {nited 3tates Consus Oflce, op. cib, pp, 125, 214, 237,

= Phillips, op. cit, pp. 18407, 245,

8 United States Census Ollies, op. cit., pp. 87, 69, 202, 230,
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Slave holders a8
(500-999 95
300-490 35
1-3 23}

Slaves 30

Holdings{acres)
1,000 2h
3-8 33

Among the factors which may have facilitated the development of these
up-river revolts are proximity to a great communication network, agri-
cultural diversification, and a fairly high proportion of small holdings.

Thus the pattern of 3 real clustering of slave revolts irregpective of
temporal variations suggests that aside from the immediate catalysts
which might induce a particular slave revolt, certain socic-economic vari-
albles facilitated their occurrence and recurrence in eertain areas. Funda-
mentally, these soclo-economic factors imply an allevigtion of the con-
dition of slavery due either o the type of plantation system itself or to
access fo external sources of communication as inherent in propingquity
to an urban center or a transpertation network. These constituie a few
of the factors which are considered necessary preconditions for slave
revolis.

Other more immediate factors also seem to constitute preconditions
for slave revolts. These may include rapid population fluctuations offen
leading to a significantly higher proportion of Negroes in an area
and revolutionary ideas current in the wider society of the time™
In my view, none of these possible preconditions constifute sufficient
cause for the development of a slave revolt. Rather there must be &
catalyst in the form of an individual or individuals,

This catalyst may arise from within or without the slave system,
The leaders of slave revolts have been drawn from the social categories
of free Negro, slave, and white. The type of revolt does not appear to be
determined by the social type of the catalyst. Vesey (Type I) was a
free Negro, Prosser (Type 1) and Turner (Type IT} were slaves, Box-
ley {Type I} and Doyle (Type IiI) were whites.!! Nevertheless, Boxley
is probahly exceptional, as the ultimate nim of a Type I Revolt would
be unlikely to appeal to many whites.

Although very little data on Negro leaders of slave revolis are avail-
able, the three leaders of the most famous revolts furnish suggestions
of relevant social and personality variahles. Each of these men had had
opportunities which the ordinary field hand would never have ex-

¥ E.g, Turner's revolt ond Mlsﬁml?;ﬂ Revell of 1038; Aptheker, op. cil,, pp. 283, 325,

®E.f1, the influesnee of the Migsouri debate an Vesey ! Aptheker, op, o, B 276 flie Impartance of
David Walker's Appanl for Turnes: Carpell, on. ¢lt, p. 121,

# Aptheker, op. off., pp. 285-50, 330, See Tables 1, 2 ond 3.
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perienced. Vesey had traveled extensively as a slave; as a freedman
he was an urban artisan; he was literate and aware of the Haitilan suc.
cess and the Missouri debafe® Both Prosser and Turner were slaves,
Gabriel Prosser was a blacksmith and probably literate® Turner wag
literate, had been a slave overseer, enjoyed making inventive experi-
ments, and may have heen a Baptist preacher.® Thus all three leaders

had had opportunities to play more than one social rele and had had
access to a variety of ideas.

The personality of Negro leaders also appears to be a significant
variable. The three major leaders were clearly chavismatic individuals,
They were imbued with a sense of personal destiny and considered
themselves to be divinely inspired and sanctioned in their endeavors®
1t seems likely that such charisma and egotism would be essential for
any Negro leader to dare to challenge the power of the slavocracy. There
is, however, an important personality difference between these leaders
which appears to be linked to the {ype of revolt inspired by them,
Neither Vesey nor Prosser was so self-absorbed that he eould not formu-
late a rational plan and assign specifie duties to assistants. The tech-
nigues which Vesey employed for binding the masses to his endeaver
gre particularly fascinating: among his lieutenants were a “sorcerer”
whose charms were considered to make their wearers inviolable and a
blind preacher who was believed to possess second-sight.?* Vesey clear.
ly understood the importance of psychological as well as technological
preparation for the suceess of his scheme, Turner, on the other hand,
seems to have been so self-absorbed that i is unlikely that he could
have formulated and execuied a consistent plan. Thus, there appears fe
be two personality types represented by these three leaders; the one in
which rationality has precedence over egotistical emotionalism, and its
converse. This distinetion is borne out by the conduct of the men follow-
ing their capture: Vesey and Prosser revealed very little about their in-
tentions and maintained themselves stoicly until their deaths; Turner
met his fate no less courageously but after a lengthy and effusive con-
fession. How many Vesey-Prosser and how many Turner personality
types led slave revolis s unknown. It is hypothesized that only a Vesey-
Prosser type could lead a Type I Revolt, though Types 11 and IIT might
have been led by either personality type®

The final aspect of slave revolts to be discussed is their repercussions
both within the area of the revolt and in other arezs, As shown in Table

“‘J(_‘arrali op. olt, £3, 85 A theker olt., p. 290,
o Csi; Aﬂrtié) {}DJ %ﬁt& p ggmsgn! “Gabriel's Dafeal” Atlontic Monthly X (1862),
eher, op

”'s?é%%iag: Sidnk Dremry The Sbmlzm%:m; Insurrection {Washingion 2si Carroll,

o[p eit, w181, O, ibid, 2. 130 and Jehin C‘wmwe “The Aftermath of \Iat wars nERITEe
tion,” Jowrnal of Negro History ¥ {1620}, 2

‘w 5 Tﬁrg}ermﬂarm L op, ¢it, pp. 130-81; Gabriel i6id, p, 1485 Vagey: ibid,. p. 8%,

“Eviﬁemﬁ from twg Type T Hevolts supperts this hypoibesis: Georgls 1019, Maryland 1738; Apth-
eker, op, ¢it., pp. 191, 285
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B, throughout the slavery period the slavoeracy reacted in a similay
way to slave revolts. In its reactions it distinguished between Type IIT
Revolts and the other types of revolt, but not between Type I and Type
II revolts.® Thus Type III revolts always resulted in reprisals only
against the immediate offenders, This is understandable as the situa-
tional and limited nature of this type of revolt was clear. Consequently,
it was a phenomenon with which the slavocracy could deal in a relatively
rational manner.

The reaction of the slavocracy to the Type I and Type II Revolts
followed a different but consistent pattern.?” A slave revolt resulted
in a three-step syndrome within the area of revolt. There was an initial
period of panic in which vengeance was wrought not only upon known
insurgents but often upon innocent Negroes. During this period of meb
panic and aclivity, aggression might also be vented upon white mad-
erates within the area and upon outsiders who were disliked but not
directly involved with the revolt. This period was followed by one in
which increased armed oppression was used to enforce the threatened
slave system. This second period was followed by one in which legislative
measures were taken to prevent similar outbreaks. During the legisla-
tive debates ameliorative measures such as colonization schemes and
proposals to reduce the oppressive charaeter of the slave systern were
frequently discussed but rarely enacted. The upshot of the legislative
period was invariably the harshening of repressive laws against hoth
slaves and free Negroes,

Another aspect of the reaction of the slavocracy to a major slave
revolt was the spread of the three-step syndrome, either partially or
corapletely, to other slave areas not affected by the revolt. In part these
measures may have been justified, for there is evidence that occasionally
slaves in other areas were stimulated to emulate the attempts of the
initial insurgents.

Nevertheless, both within the initial area of reveolt and in other
areas, the actual threat to the slavocracy was never great encugh to in-
voke the exaggerated penalties which it evoked.”® Yet indubitably the
psychological threat makes this pattern comprehensible: a slave revolt
whatever its form expresses the realization of the worst fears of the
slavoeracy and assaults its security at its most vulnerable point. These
fears must be suppressed at all costs although the repressive measures

™ Bee Table 5 for summary of data.

™ This analysis Is based on ihe four reactions for which we have sufficient dats: the revolts of
Turner, Prosser and Vesey and the Mississippl Revolt of 1818, See Aptheker, op. ¢it., pp, 226
228, 371, 75, 300, 303; Corroll, op. cit., pp. 57-60, 107-09, 138-30, 166, 176; romwell, op, c:tt.,dpg. 212,
214-15, 221, 225, 231; Drewry, op. cit., p. 83; E, Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United States
{New Vork, 1957, . 87; Higginson, op. ¢it., pp. 341-44; Edwin A, Miles, “The Mississippi Slave
Ingurrection Scare of 1835, Journal of Negro History, XLID (105%7), 48, 82-55,

# This facl was recognized by some eantempnrarq' ohservers, For cxampie, less than ten days aller
Turner's bloody revoll, General Epps wrote the Governor of Vieginia that local fear wasg eX-
aggerated and that at ne lime were more than twenty men needed to put down the rebellion.
Quoted Jn Drewry, op. cit., p. 3.
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taken were perceived by the slavocracy to lead to even greater threats
to the system, for the members of the slavocracy assumed that an ill-
treated slave was more likely to revolt than a well-treated one.

The data presented in this analysis supports a rather different con-
clusion from that of the slavocracy as to the effect of their measures,
This conclusion has been vividly expressed by Frederick Douglass and
has been stated more systematically recently by Davies and Elkins?®
In My Bondage Douglass wrote: “ ‘Beat and cuff your slave, keep him
hungry and spiritless, and he will follow the thain of hig master ke
a dog; but feed and clothe him well~work him moderately—surround
nim with physical comfort,—and dreams of freedom imtrude,’ " Ag has
heen nioted in the preceding analysis, slave revolts tended to cluster in
less oppressive slave areas and the catalyst for a revolt was an individuoal
who had had opportunities to play multiple roles?! On the other hand,
given the high rate of betrayal of conspiracies by oppressed individuals
who identified themselves more closely with the master than the slave,
the adverse impact upon most slaves of the repressive measures of the
slavocracy, and the ahsolute power of the slavocracy, one can but con-
clude that slave revolis in the United States were doomed to failure,

S fames O Davies, 'Toward a Theory of Rmcﬁuticm American Soviofogical Revlew, XXV
(1962), U; Sianley M. Bllns, Slavery (Thicago, 1858),

f"Quobad in Hanneth 3. Stampp, The Peculior Institution {Nsw Yeork, 1856), p. 84

# For the implientions of multiple role-playing see Elkins, op. cif., pp. i1z £, 13705,
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