William Henry Singleton’s Resistance to Slavery: Overt and Covert

Various Forms of Resistance to Slavery. (for the teacher)
This teacher tool provides an overview of various forms of resistance to slavery. Students will likely be
aware of the more obvious forms of slave resistance, such as open rebellion or insurrection. It is best to
start with what they already know and then build upon that, revealing the more nuanced ways that slaves
engaged in covert resistance. Be sure to tell students that covert resistance was ubiquitous and far more
common than overt resistance, which almost always resulted in severe consequences for the enslaved
individual or group.
Overt Resistance
In cases of overt resistance, the individual
or group responsible for the action was
obvious. The following are some examples
of overt forms of slave resistance:
Coordinated violent rebellion

Covert Resistance
In cases of covert resistance, the individual or
group responsible for the action was unclear or
concealed or the true motive for the action was
veiled. The following are some examples of covert
forms of slave resistance:
Pretending to be ill or impaired to get time off
from labor

Individual physical rebellion/fighting
against an owner

Work slow-downs

Running away

Putting poison into or spitting into food being
cooked for an owner

Suicide

Sabotage, such as arson, breaking tools, and letting
livestock stray

Killing a newborn baby born into slavery

House servants often pretended they were not
paying attention or could not comprehend what
their owners were saying, but in fact often acted as
undercover spies who used information gained
from their privileged position at the big house to
benefit themselves or their fellow slaves

Self-mutilation or pretending to be ill or
impaired to prevent being sold away from
one’s family

Pretending to be ignorant

Serving in the Union Army

Using songs and coded language to communicate
with other slaves

Temporary escape or hiding out to force
concessions from an overseer or master

Forming secret alliances with Native American
groups, like the Seminoles
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