
John Brown may be as salient to an understanding of the nineteenth 

century as he has ever been since his execution a century and a half ago. 

Brown has been and remains a virtual Rorschach test that reveals much 

about each observer’s ideas about central questions of the 19th century. 

If you know where someone stands with regard to Brown, you can 

predict with a high degree of accuracy where he or she stands on the 

viability of slavery, the inevitability of the Civil War, or the utility and 

justice of violence in the campaign to end slavery. Brown is such a reveal-

ing marker because we, no less than our ancestors, insist that Brown’s life 

and death must have held a larger meaning, that it must have touched 

on and revealed some of the deepest truths about Americans and their 

values. And because we freight Brown with so much significance, few 

other American historical figures occupy a comparable place in American 

historical memory.
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