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Who is to Blame?

In the late 1700’s and early 1800’s, slave uprisings in the southern United States significantly altered the institution of slavery.  Fear-stricken white slave-owners, intimidated by slaves taking up arms, tightened their grip, restricting slave marriage and literacy, lashing out to freed blacks, and moving to ban abolitionist propaganda in the south.  Nat Turner’s uprising in South Hampton, Virginia, had particularly adverse effects, stirring the entire nation.

The document Who is to Blame? includes two articles and one letter, each a response to the South Hampton uprising.  William Lloyd Garrison’s article is a critique on the south’s reaction and a demand for “immediate emancipation,” basing his claim on America’s Declaration of Independence.  Garrison argues that it is hypocritical to praise our founding fathers for throwing off British oppression while actively hindering the advancement of the black population.  On the contrary, Governor John Floyd’s letter calls for the exact opposite; he suggests that the few rights both free and enslaved blacks have need to be stripped and/or reduced.  Denying any solution and focusing on the revolt itself, John Hampden Pleasant’s article is simply an account of events.
Despite the biases of each individual component, the collection as a whole is quite reliable, offering two opposing views alongside a fairly impartial account.  Garrison’s article was written for The Liberator, which, judging by the title, is an anti-slavery publication.  This is essentially an editorial, making an emotionally persuasive appeal.  The reader shouldn’t assume Garrison’s particularly radical passion for “immediate emancipation” was shared by all abolitionists, since, at the time, most opponents of slavery were in favor of a gradual, progressive emancipation process.  Unfortunately, access to such publications was eventually limited in the south, so rather than influencing a new audience, Garrison was most likely preaching to the “Yankee” choir.


Floyd’s letter to James Hamilton Jr. is just as opinionated as Garrison’s article, but because it is written by one southern governor to another, both men voted into their positions, it most likely matches the attitude of the white, slave-owning population, the crowd with suffrage.  It is a given that this elite bunch is pro-slavery, so the letter does not broaden the spectrum very much.  It does, however, display the slave-owners’ desperation to maintain dominance over the negroes, as displayed by Floyd’s condemnation of negro participation in religion, a direct contrast to the religious intensity of the south.

Unlike either of the other author’s, Pleasant fails to adhere to a strict bias; although the article, written for the  Constitutional Whig seems to show slight disdain for Nat Turner and slight adoration of Dr. Blount’s troops, it maintains some fairness by criticizing the whites’ justification for their backlash of violence against the negroes. Historically, the Whig party was split about the topic of slavery, which probably explains why Pleasant doesn’t attempt to propose a solution.  Most likely, the broad opinions about the causes of the revolt are general Whig party ideas; any specific proposal could possibly alienate part of the publication’s readers.

These three pieces, alone, have little efficacy.  When read consecutively, though, they reveal the preliminary effects of the southern slave rebellions on multiple social groups.  Unfortunately, the south will maintain their stance until the civil war in the 1860’s.  So who really is to blame?  Neither group.  This nation was built by slave labor; the south was just a little late in recognizing the moral inequities of such an institution.
