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HIST 485 proposal (with minor editing by Prof. Ferrell) 

 

 

485 Proposal 

 

 The early nineteenth century was a period marked by a number of slave insurrections, 

both failed and successful, which obtained national attention and provoked change in the system 

of slavery. In 1811, hundreds of slaves from Louisiana’s River Road plantations gathered 

together in the largest slave rebellion in United States history. Yet despite the magnitude of the 

1811 rebellion, historians do not view it as a significant slave rebellion, and there is little 

scholarship dedicated to an investigation of its purpose and historical importance.   

 The proposed research paper will study the 1811 rebellion and why it has not earned a 

more significant place in the history of slavery.  The paper will involve research into Louisiana 

history, slave, free black, and white perspectives, local and national reactions to the rebellion, 

effects of the rebellion on the country and immediate area, and other slave rebellions from 

around the same period to use as comparison.  It will investigate the rebellion itself: who was 

involved, what were their motivations and goals, what was the procedure of the rebellion. 

Louisiana history will be an important angle to develop as background to the rebellion, as will 

earlier slave rebellions that may have influenced that of 1811, such as the Haitian rebellion and 

the Pointe Coupee rebellion in Louisiana.  Differing perspectives of the rebellion will provide 

insight into slave motives and white reactions.  These perspectives will also indicate the local 

reaction to the rebellion, which can be corroborated through newspaper accounts that describe 

the national reaction.  Effects that the rebellion had on slavery or the treatment of blacks will 

follow discussion of the rebellion and reactions to it.   

 A second aspect of this paper will deal with comparing and contrasting the 1811 rebellion 

to more well-known rebellions from around that time, such as the earlier Gabriel’s Conspiracy 
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and the later Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner rebellions.  The paper will focus on such topics as 

influences, leaders, location, dissemination of ideas, religion, gender roles, success, treatment of 

slaves, and outcomes.  The goal of the planned comparisons is to determine if there were marked 

differences that explain why the 1811 rebellion is so little studied.   

 There are few primary or secondary sources relating to the rebellion.  The scarcity of 

primary sources is a likely contributing factor to the lack of scholarship about the topic.  The 

dearth of information regarding the slave revolt may have origins in slave owners’ attempts to 

quell accounts of the rebellion or may just be a factor of Louisiana’s geographic location.  The 

primary sources that do exist—including newspaper accounts and some documents related to the 

post-rebellion trial—are rather one-sided in favor of the slave owners’ views, as most of the 

insurrectionists had no chance to comment on their reasons for rebellion. As for secondary 

sources, Albert Thrasher’s self-published 1995 work On to New Orleans: Louisiana’s Heroic 

1811 Slave Revolt is the only book dedicated to the 1811 rebellion.  Other secondary sources 

directly dealing with the rebellion are mostly articles published in the 1970s specifically for 

Louisiana history journals.  Understanding how historians view the 1811 rebellion should aid in 

answering the question of why it is not more widely studied.   

 Preliminary conclusions can be drawn from even the most basic of information regarding 

the 1811 rebellion.  The geographic location of Louisiana, its status in the union, events that 

occurred around 1811, and suppression of the scope of the rebellion are all factors that have 

affected historians’ views of the significance of the 1811 rebellion.  However, the paper requires 

more research into this revolt and other rebellions to identify commonalities as well as determine 

if there were major differentiating factors that would cause the other rebellions to receive more 

attention.   
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