John Brown workshop outline

The following workshop looks at why Brown is still such a controversial figure. I have included a number of activities; depending on time, it works to select some or all.
Theme: Central to the sharply differing narratives on Brown is that he acted on his beliefs in:

 1) white and black social equality (beyond the abolition of slavery);
 2) the right of Blacks to take up arms for liberation; 
 3) the creation of a multi-racial armed force to end slavery. 
Preparation: If feasible, assign students to prepare by reading available short materials on Brown (textbook, internet, etc.) Possible readings include: Steven Mintz’s “Eye on John Brown,” (http://historynow.org/09_2005/print/historian6.htm),  a review of David S. Reynolds’s John Brown, Abolitionist; the preface and/or Chapter 1 of Reynolds’s book; and Brown’s last speech to the court. 
Ask students:

What do you know about John Brown? How did you first learn about John Brown? Ask all students to write down for themselves three or four words/phrases that come to mind describing Brown. Ask for volunteers to share their words/phrases for writing on board or flip chart. 
Distribute/read several pieces or excerpts of material with very different perspectives on Brown. Have students break into pairs or small groups to discuss these and follow up with group discussion. The Mintz piece is good for this; also a standard high school text; as well as excerpts from Malcolm X, Frederick Douglass, W.E.B. DuBois; Jacob Lawrence’s The Legend of John Brown. The texts should illustrate that with a few exceptions, “white” or “mainstream” historians and texts dismiss Brown in a sentence or two, often with a casual reference to him being “probably insane.” Even when more attention is paid, the tone is generally negative. In contrast, Black historians, activists and artists are universally laudatory.
The discussion should focus on why is there this huge divergence between “white” and black sources on Brown.

Review and discuss with the students the words and phrases they gave for putting on the board. 

Raise questions. These could include: 
Why might whites of Brown’s time have thought he was insane? Exactly what did he do or say that they might have considered “insane”?

Why is he considered a “terrorist” by many even today? What is the definition of a terrorist? Why do some violent anti-abortion activists claim Brown as a role model and compare themselves to him? What do you think?
Why is he condemned for using violence? Do we always condemn the use of violence? If “violence is as American as apple pie” as 1960s-1970s radical H. Rap Brown said, why is Brown frequently particularly singled out as violent? If you had been a slave, would you have felt justified using violence to become free? Do you think it was justified for Brown to use violence to free slaves? What were alternatives?
Brown told the court that if he had acted on behalf of the rich or powerful, “every man in this court would have considered it an act worthy of reward rather than punishment.” What do you think?

Books:

There are an increasing number of books and articles on Brown. Some of the most noteworthy are:

Frederick Douglass’s references to Brown in his autobiography, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass;

W.E.B. Dubois’s, John Brown.

David Reynolds, John Brown, Abolitionist
John Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race
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