
Storming Harpers Ferry: 
John Brown’s Bold Stand Against Slavery

Historical Context

Decisions and Choices

In October 1859, white abolitionist John Brown led a raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry,
Virginia (now West Virginia) in an attempt to ignite a widespread slave uprising and destroy the
institution of slavery in the United States. Brown, who had already gained national attention for his
violent actions in "Bleeding Kansas," believed that slavery was a moral abomination that could not
be ended through politics or compromise. He saw armed resistance as the only just response to
centuries of enslavement, violence, and dehumanization of Black people. Brown and his group of 21
followers, including both Black and white men, seized the arsenal with the goal of arming enslaved
people in the region and sparking a rebellion across the South. However, the raid was quickly
suppressed by U.S. Marines under the command of Colonel Robert E. Lee. Brown was captured,
tried for treason against the state of Virginia, and executed by hanging on December 2, 1859. Six
others involved in the raid were later executed. Though the raid failed militarily, its impact was
profound. To many white Southerners, it confirmed their worst fears: that abolitionists would stop
at nothing to destroy slavery and incite insurrection. To many in the North, especially Black
abolitionists, John Brown became a martyr for the cause of freedom. His actions deepened the
national divide over slavery and pushed the country closer to civil war. Brown’s raid was not simply
an act of violence;, it was a deliberate and symbolic strike against the institution of slavery, one
that exposed the moral and political crisis gripping the nation. It forced Americans to confront the
question: Was slavery compatible with the values of liberty and justice on which the country was
founded?
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Connection to Habit
John Brown’s decision to lead an armed raid on Harpers Ferry highlights how individuals make bold
and controversial choices in response to injustice. Using the Decisions and Choices habit of mind,
students can analyze the risks Brown took, the values that shaped his actions, and the
consequences that followed. His choice to use violence against slavery forced the nation to
confront a moral crisis and showed how one person’s decision can have lasting impact even if it
leads to failure or conflict. This encourages students to think critically about how people weigh
their options in moments of deep division and struggle.

Grade Level: 6-12
Categories: United States History; Black History
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Discussion Questions

What factors might have led John Brown to believe that violence was necessary to end slavery?
How did Brown’s personal values, beliefs, or background influence the decision he made at
Harpers Ferry?
How did Brown’s raid affect national debates about slavery, particularly in the North and South?
How did Brown’s actions shape public opinion about slavery and abolition in the years leading
up to the Civil War?
Was Brown’s decision ultimately effective or harmful to the abolitionist cause? How so?
How might enslaved people have felt about John Brown’s attempt to start a rebellion?
Do you think John Brown should be remembered as a revolutionary? Why or why not?
What does his raid teach us about the difficult moral choices people face when fighting
injustice?

Suggested Activity 

Materials Needed:
Printed or digital copies of John Brown’s Final Speech (November 2, 1859)
Highlighters, pens, chart paper 

Group Reading and Annotation [10-15 minutes]

Divide students into small groups (3–4 students) and assign each group a role:
Abolitionists
Enslaved people (hearing about Brown’s words later)
Southern slaveholders
Northern moderates or politicians
Journalists or court observers

Each group reads the speech excerpt and:
Highlights phrases that show Brown’s values
Underlines statements about slavery, law, or justice
Circles emotional or persuasive language

Reaction Carousel [20-30 minutes]

Have each group use chart paper to answer the following questions based on their role.

Group Role: ___________

1. In one or two sentences, what is the main message of Brown’s speech?
2.How does your group (as your assigned role) feel about this speech? Why?
3.What quote stands out to you? Why?
4.What question would your group ask Brown if you were in the courtroom?

After completing, students rotate around the room to read other groups’ answers, adding:
A comment or reaction from their group’s perspective
A follow up question or counterpoint

Whole Class Discussion [10–15 minutes]

Which groups responded most strongly to Brown's message? Why?
What moral or strategic dilemmas did Brown face?
Was Brown’s choice to use violence justified, given the historical context?
How does this activity help us apply the NCHE Habit of Mind: Decisions and Choices?

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/sites/default/files/content-images/05508.051p1.jpg


Primary Source

Source: John Brown’s Final Speech (November 2, 1859) 
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