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“That Hatred of a Lie”: Nat Turner, John Brown, and Revolutionary Love 
 

 In the late summer of 1906, a group of prominent African American intellectuals and 

activists gathered for the first time on American soil to reconsecrate the founding of a new 

organization committed to Black civil rights. Known as the Niagara Movement, and founded one 

year before in Canada near Niagara Falls, this group set out to distinguish itself from the 

dominant politics and influence of Booker T. Washington, which uplifted Black industrial 

education and economic advancement and downplayed political activism in the pursuit of 

equality for Black people. Instead, as the thirty-eight-year-old professor W.E.B. Du Bois argued 

in his address to those gathered, the Niagara Movement, which would lay the groundwork for the 

founding of the multiracial and similarly-focused National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) just a few years later, “eternally protests” the injustices of Black life 

in this world. Du Bois, as the megaphone for the movement at this gathering, laid out a set of 

demands “clear and unequivocal”: the protected right to vote as the bedrock of “everything: 

freedom, manhood, the honor of your wives, the chastity of your daughters, the right to work, 

and the chance to rise”; the end of racial segregation and discrimination; the freedom of 

association; equal protection and justice under the law; and free access to a public education for 

Black youth. In short, Du Bois defiantly insisted on “every single right that belongs to a freeborn 

American, political, civil, and social; and until we get these rights we will never cease to protest 

and assail the ears of America” (Du Bois, 111-112).   

 The movement’s urgent political demands, relatively militant orientation towards 

organized protest in this early, dangerous Jim Crow era of segregation and lynching, and its 



activist composition, including Du Bois, William Monroe Trotter, and others, are notable in their 

own right. They are exponentially amplified, however, through the very specific religious and 

historical symbolism of the organization’s refounding in 1906, as elucidated by Du Bois. With 

respect to the former, Du Bois makes one explicit religious connection through his rhetoric, as he 

lambasts the “blasphemy” and “cowardice” of as “great and civilized [a] folk” as white 

Americans, “[a]nd this is the land that professes to follow Jesus Christ” (ibid, 112). The 

militancy of the Niagara Movement’s aims and the greater religious dimensions of this 

refounding at this location – Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia – may appear subtle, but they are 

finally most amplified in light of the historical symbolism, for Harper’s Ferry was the site of a 

violent insurrection in 1859  to end slavery in the United States led by the radical white 

abolitionist John Brown. It is in Du Bois’s explicit reference to a particularly violent, radical, and 

religiously-informed tradition of protest against slavery – the lives and actions of two very 

religious men, John Brown and Nat Turner, the latter a deeply religious enslaved man who led a 

violent revolt in 1831 – where Du Bois offers a striking paradox at the heart of the organization’s 

vision for racial progress:  

We do not believe in violence, neither in the despised violence of the raid, nor the 
lauded violence of the soldier, nor the barbarous violence of the mob, but we do 
believe in John Brown, in that incarnate spirit of justice, that hatred of a lie, that 
willingness to sacrifice money, reputation, and life itself on the altar of right. And 
here on the scene of John Brown’s martyrdom we reconsecrate ourselves, our 
honor, our property to the final emancipation of the race which John Brown died to 
make free. […] We will never give up, though the trump of doom find us still 
fighting. And we shall win. […] Thank God for John Brown! Thank God for…Nat 
Turner…and all the hallowed dead who died for freedom! (ibid, 113) 

 
Du Bois rejects violence outright, explicitly disavowing the “violence of the raid” (presumably 

John Brown’s at Harper’s Ferry), and perhaps, through implication, the violence of Turner’s 

slave insurrection. And yet he also uplifts those “hallowed dead”, Turner and the spirit of John 



Brown, the animating and “incarnate spirit of justice” that he deems important for the past, 

present, and future struggle. On behalf of the Niagara Movement, or perhaps in an attempt to 

convince his fellow activists, Du Bois matter-of-factly presents a core issue of the violent acts of 

Brown and Turner: how could violent political action against the oppression of the enslaved self 

and/or neighbor – violent action which aimed, then, to expand the dignity, freedom, and rights of 

(Black) people – be reconciled with what Du Bois refers to as “that spirit of justice,” which was 

deeply informed by Christianity for both Turner and Brown? What constitutes that spirit? 

 In further investigating Turner and Brown’s lives, theologies, and violent actions against 

slavery, I argue that the animating “spirit of justice” is akin to what the political philosopher Joy 

James calls Revolutionary Love, or the agape-informed political will to organize and struggle, 

nonviolently or violently, for justice and the love of others. In this paper, I argue that in similar 

but distinct ways, both men represent the violent and ultimately fatal clash between 

Revolutionary Love and the evil of slavery. Both men’s lives were dominated by deep religious 

revelation fused with increasingly revolutionary fervor against slavery. Both men eventually led 

religiously-inspired, violent insurrections against the dehumanizing system of slavery. Both men 

were captured. Both men were summarily executed and deemed fanatics. Expanding on and 

employing James’ notion, I argue that Revolutionary Love offers new understanding to the 

commitments and violent actions of both Turner and Brown, though it does not necessarily 

justify their violence. In the first chapter of my paper, I more substantially introduce James’ 

concept and its framing for the lives and actions of Turner and Brown. In the following two 

chapters, I focus on the political and religious lives of Turner and then Brown, as I argue to 

understand them as Revolutionary Lovers, in the words of Joy James. More specifically, while I 

frame distinctly the analyses of Revolutionary Love and each of these men, I uplift explicitly and 



in overlapping ways across each chapter’s subsection three categories that I believe are central to 

understanding them as informed by Revolutionary Love: 1) their dedication to the cause, or their 

communal, agape-rooted recognition and rejection of anti-Blackness and slavery’s 

dehumanization; 2) their political will to mobilize themselves and others to radical risk-taking to 

act on the dedication to their cause, including a willingness to die or sacrifice themselves to their 

cause; and 3) what I will generally call their contextual fidelity to their cause, through which I 

mean to trace some of the context, circumstances, moral choices, and un/tenable consequences of 

their dedication and political will. Finally, I conclude with a summary of what understanding the 

Revolutionary Love analytic brings forth in contextualizing the violence of Turner and Brown, 

even as, I show in the previous sections, it still may not justify it.  

Rather than through fanaticism or race hatred, Turner can be understood as a practitioner 

of Revolutionary Love through his denial of slavery’s dehumanization of Black people; his 

religious commitment to freeing himself and others by any means necessary, which James and 

her interlocutors locate as a potentiality of Revolutionary Love through a direct allusion to 

Malcolm X, as I shall expand on in the next section; and his prophetic voice envisioning an end 

to slavery once and for all brought on by his actions. John Brown, a white man who never lived 

in the South yet long hated slavery, also emblematizes Revolutionary Love most notably through 

his distinct (for the time) commitment to racial equality and community with black people 

infused with his fierce abolitionist sentiments emergent from his faith; his consistent willingness 

to risk “money, reputation, and [eventually] life itself” to slow or stop slavery in its tracks; and 

his religiously and politically-informed strategic commitment to use violence and weapons 

against the systemic forces of evil in order to arm and free enslaved people towards civil war 



against slavery, with complicated guardrails against the use of force against people, whether 

innocent or implicated in slaveholding. 

The consequences of understanding both of these men through the lens of Revolutionary 

Love are manifold. On the one hand, Revolutionary Love, I hope, operationalizes as a kind of 

analysis Du Bois’s paradoxical statement at the Niagara Movement’s refounding. My approach 

also allows for critical engagement of the legacies of both Turner and Brown in ways that 

contextualize the religious and existential logics of their milieus, their commitments, and their 

legacies. It also enables nuanced critique of their actions and philosophies, balancing the choices 

they made amongst the influences on and choices available to them with an accounting of those 

choices, instead of simply writing them off as violent fanatics or terrorists. Similarly, 

understanding Turner and Brown as practitioners of Revolutionary Love further clarifies their 

influence and examples – admirable and not – in the broader history of struggles against tyranny 

and oppression. Finally, understanding Turner and Brown as guided by Revolutionary Love 

further expands the analysis of love – not, as James and her interlocutors argue, as love is 

hegemonically deployed in shallow and romanticized forms that can “asphyxiate” the necessity 

of revolution in deeply violent circumstances, but in more expansive and complex, perhaps even 

contradictory, ways – in struggle, and even violent struggle, that attempts to actualize the 

destruction of dehumanizing systems and structures of oppressive power. Studying the lives of 

these two men through the framework of Revolutionary Love does not provide a blanket excuse 

for their violent acts, nor does it resolve the harm left in their way. It hopefully, however, does 

complicate and enlighten the stakes and consequences of that violence as it takes seriously the 

force of freedom-dreaming, agapeic love behind it.  

 



Toward A Framework of Revolutionary Love 

I was first struck by the notions of Revolutionary Love offered by Professor Joy James 

and her community of thinkers – a key and deliberate collaborative effort recognized as co-

authors throughout her book In Pursuit of Revolutionary Love (henceforth, IPORL) – for how 

they critically engage the slippery notion of love in the political sphere. By slippery, I mean the 

ways in which I have observed love deployed (and critiqued) across various times and political 

spaces for various purposes, such as its centrality to Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil Rights 

Movement; its deployment in nationalist and patriotic discourses, particularly in war times; its 

iterations as positive affective means and end to various kinds of community or political projects. 

James and her collaborators offer helpful, particularizing, if simultaneously nebulous, 

distinctions from a broad definition of deployment of love. On the one hand, like the light 

sporadically bending and bursting at the event horizon of a black hole, James astutely suggests 

that Revolutionary Love may be significantly witnessed though perhaps only partially defined 

across various struggles and zones. She recognizes that “[t]he contributors of this book cannot 

fully define Revolutionary Love; yet, we pursue it” (James, IPORL, 15). Even if it cannot be 

fully or completely defined, she further contends that while Revolutionary Love may evade 

specific definition, it is “[d]istinct from personal or familial love” and “originates from a desire 

for the greater good that entails radical risk-taking for justice” rooted in agape. Perhaps echoing 

Du Bois’s demands at Harper’s Ferry in 1906 above, James continues:  

Revolutionary Love is not romantic or charming. It neither romanticizes nor 
projects celebrities or politicos as surrogates for radical activism. Worship within a 
‘cult of personality’ is not an expression of Revolutionary Love. Seeking equity 
and securing basic needs (housing, food, education, healthy environments), despite 
constant frustrations and betrayals is a sign of faithfulness. (ibid, 21) 
 



Notably, Revolutionary Love is not impeded or distracted by these “constant frustrations and 

betrayals,” but is committed to struggle for justice, even at high costs. As if speaking directly to 

my pursuit of critically engaging love and its place in violent anti-slavery struggles for freedom 

or liberation, Da’Shaun L. Harrison further particularizes and distinguishes Revolutionary Love 

from a notion of love that would seem to be only aligned with shallow (e.g., non-Kingian) calls 

for nonviolence, nationalist mobilization, reform, or capitulation to injustice. They note in the 

introduction that  

love, at least as it is used hegemonically…is often used as a way to asphyxiate our 
desire to revolt and rebel. It allows for us to believe that there can be something 
subtle about revolution, which is ultimately a call to/for death. Love works to ensure 
that our desire to see the end of our suffering becomes quelled by postulations of a 
‘better’ world being possible without the destruction of anti-Blackness, which is 
the destruction of the world. It is presented as something more powerful than 
revolution, thus assisting in the destabilization of our movements and our 
commitment to our collective liberation. (ibid, 8)  
 

In other words, hegemonically deployed love, which I read to also encapsulate overly 

sentimental notions of love that, intentionally or not, obscure the immediacy of suffering and 

violence, tends to be heavy on the love and flimsy on the commitment to and foundational logics 

of radical (to the root of a problem) change or revolution. The authors’ antidote, then, to this 

asphyxiating love is a recentering of the deeper, more critical, and it would seem more 

existentially powerful form of love that James and her collaborators refer to as Revolutionary 

Love. To summarize its defining components thus far, as Harrison notes above, Revolutionary 

Love, in soberly taking stock of the extent of anti-Black violence, calls not only for the death of 

that anti-Blackness (and its destructive structures) but is defined by a commitment to struggle 

and “sacrifice; to sacrifice our lives, our relationship, our time, our livelihoods with the 

understanding that nothing is guaranteed in return” (ibid, 8).  



James’ and her co-authors’ intervention is especially important because of her decades-

long work focusing on some of those most brutalized and resistant to state-sanctioned anti-

Blackness. As a political theorist mostly focused on revolutionary struggle, imprisoned 

intellectuals, political prisoners, Captive Maternals, and, in relation to all of these, state violence, 

James has organized, theorized, and written extensively on the nature of violence as practiced by 

the state, hegemonic powers, revolutionaries, maroons, and/or other resistors seeking liberation 

from oppression. Upon working with Prison Radio in the summer of 2024, which I discovered 

through James’ writings on their lead correspondent, former Black Panther, incarcerated 

journalist, and political prisoner Mumia Abu-Jamal, I consistently heard about the force and 

potential of what James theorized as Revolutionary Love’s key place in fueling struggle towards 

radical change in conversations with staff, imprisoned correspondents, and visiting activist-

intellectuals. Revolutionary Love brought forth creative and bold nonviolent forms of resistance 

by those incarcerated correspondents who publish through Prison Radio, as well as through the 

broader work of the organization. Revolutionary Love provided the contextualizing lens through 

which the violent rhetoric and/or actions of people like Huey Newton, MOVE, or other resistors 

of state-sanctioned anti-Black violence could be understood and internalized, perhaps harkening 

back to Du Bois, in spirit but not necessarily violent action. Revolutionary Love fueled the 

scrappy organization’s work organizing defense committees, mobilizing, and litigating in court 

for political prisoners as well as youth on the verge of being charged for crimes as adults at the 

hands of judges systematically doing so against proper practice. It also underwrote, as my 

conversations continuously emphasized, the revolutionary legacy in which the organization 

viewed itself, a revolutionary legacy that includes nonviolent actors, such as Dr. King and 

redwood forest protector Judi Bari, who founded the organization; violent actors, such as 



resistors Nat Turner and John Brown; and those who Frantz Fanon called native, or 

revolutionary, intellectuals, like Malcolm X and David Walker (James, Transcending, 187-188).  

Moving beyond the aforementioned hegemonic deployment of love that asphyxiates 

revolutionary rhetoric and action, and underscoring James’ insistence on its radical-risk-taking 

dimensions, Prison Radio lead correspondent Mumia Abu-Jamal underscores Revolutionary 

Love as 

umph-degree love; or love beyond measure. It is anything love. It is love without 
reckoning. It is love that dares all things, beyond which others may find the spirit-
force to survive; to live to fight another day. Such love is also fighting itself, for the 
sake of ensuring that others may live. (James, IPORL, 225) 

 
Revolutionary Love takes full account of the sadistic and violent nature of anti-Black violence as 

perpetrated through state and non-state forces, and how that anti-Blackness exercises and thrives 

on the social and physical death of Black people. But it does not stop there. Perhaps echoing the 

radical Christomorphic1 notion of Revolutionary Suicide2 proffered by founding Minister of 

Defense of the Black Panther Party for Self Defense Huey P. Newton, James vis-à-vis Harrison 

and Abu-Jamal argues that engaging in sustained, communal struggle powered by Revolutionary 

Love and with a willingness to risk greatly for the sake of that revolution/Revolutionary Love 

simultaneously challenges and undercuts the predatory existential appetite of that anti-Blackness, 

bringing about its destruction. As Harrison further notes, “Revolutionary Love justifies and pulls 

us closer to bypassing or undermining the rules of the state, of power, of capitalist violence, and 

helps to determine what these rogue acts can look like” (James, 8). This marks the creative 

power of Revolutionary Love that undercuts anti-Blackness.   

 
1 See “The Racial Messiah: On Huey P. Newton” in  Vincent W Lloyd’s Religion of the Field Negro: On Black 
Secularism and Black Theology (2017)  
2 See Huey P. Newton’s Revolutionary Suicide (1973), 4-5.  



As I have suggested above in the ecosystem of Prison Radio, as well as in the writings of 

James, this sacrificial component of Revolutionary Love is present in both violent and nonviolent 

movements, as are the ongoing and inherent risks of repressive violence. In my reading, James 

does not distinguish between the underpinnings or consequences to sacrifice between those who 

act nonviolently or violently, perhaps seeking to emphasize the broader willingness to risk life 

and limb and the general expectation that they will meet violent anti-Blackness no matter how 

they organize. Indeed, she suggests that those who live by Revolutionary Love, who will 

organize violently or nonviolently to secure the above ends, recognize that it suffers from a “self-

acknowledged vulnerability: no amount of compassion and love has historically demystified the 

majority’s reactionary and predatory fetishes for racial, sexual, and class domination, and its 

suspicions and hostilities toward the ‘other’” (ibid, 21). Even so, James contends that the 

tradition of Revolutionary Lovers is long and extends to those Captive Maternals – or those who 

care for fellow captives and others even as their care, labor, or other productive capacities may 

enable their very captivity, such as the enslaved, imprisoned, segregated, or disenfranchised – 

who have dreamt and moved toward actualizing Revolutionary Love knowing these risks, from 

Harriet Tubman to Patrice Lumumba, from Ernest “Che” Guevara to Fannie Lou Hamer and Dr. 

King, and, maybe most significantly to James, countless unnamed activists and organizers, both 

living and dead.  

 Crucially, James also suggests that “[t]he most incandescent forms of Revolutionary 

Love often circulate through spirituality” (ibid, 23). Here James reveals perhaps the clearest 

foundations of Revolutionary Love and one of the most important connections to my impending 

analyses of the Revolutionary Love of Nat Turner and John Brown. As I have hinted above, she 

argues that Revolutionary Love, in a seeming contradiction of its commitment to the destruction 



of anti-Blackness through violent or nonviolent means, is ultimately of a “spiritual 

nature…embodied in agape disciplined by political will” (ibid, 12). As I have heard her 

emphasize across other writings and interviews, in my own conversations with her during my 

time at Prison Radio, and as political prisoner and imprisoned intellectual Mumia Abu-Jamal 

writes in the Epilogue, Revolutionary Love is informed by the “highest form of love” because it 

fuses “the Greek theological idea of agape, ‘the love of others,’” (ibid, 225) with a robust, 

communal commitment “that rejects distracting games and chooses political will in which love 

and sacrificial labor shape the revolutionary,” (ibid, 146). Indeed, it is perhaps political will, such 

as that of Nat Turner and John Brown, that most distinguishes Revolutionary Love from 

hegemonic love, for it “sustains [Revolutionary Love] even when one wishes its dissipation or 

dissolution in order to dodge the entanglements and suffering of liberation struggles” (ibid, 12). 

Revolutionary Love fueled by agapeic political will thus maintains both a creativity and 

endurance in the face of setbacks, whether minor or horrific, as it brings about the  

possibility that despair, rather than leading to nihilism or passivity and indifference, 
could be a key catalyst to confrontational change. How else could Mamie Till-
Mobley disturb psyches across the globe by demanding and obtaining an open-
casket for the September 3, 1955 funeral—and allowing photographers to capture 
the horror-as-catalyst—for her fourteen-year-old son Emmett, who was sexually 
assaulted, tortured, and mutilated before being murdered by white supremacists on 
August 28, 1955? (ibid, 12) 
 
In distinction to Till-Mobley, and more in line with the legacies of some of the 

aforementioned revolutionaries, my paper explores a nuanced dilemma of Revolutionary Love: 

as it lives and breathes agape, or the love of others, it appears to most forcefully center the 

wellbeing of those experiencing structural, material harm, even at the cost of the destruction of 

systems of harm or their soldiers, those enacting their harm. Such is the case with Jonathan 

Jackson, who violently and fatally took hostages at the California court hearing of his brother 



George Jackson, who was an imprisoned radical and Black Panther Party member experiencing 

threats from within prison by guards, in an attempt to barter for George’s life and freedom. In 

recognizing the violent and sacrificial nature of his Revolutionary Love, James notes that  

Jon’s love and risk-taking politics shortened his life (although any police officer 
could, with impunity, have killed him at any time). Yet, his love for his brother, 
and for those tortured in prison, has radiated over half a century. That love had a 
huge impact on me and my kin, a Panther who said because Jonathan did it as a 
teenager, he didn’t have to do it when he was a teenager, risk his life to attempt to 
free his older brother, a Panther who went underground…who was caught by police 
and tortured inside [prison.]…It’s the sacrificial love. One of us does it, and now 
we know it’s possible. Will all of us sacrifice in this manner? (ibid, 124) 
 

For James and Abu-Jamal’s “umph-degree love,” it seems that agape as the basis of 

Revolutionary Love is the expression of political will, or the willingness to organize and 

struggle, nonviolently or violently, for the love of others.   

It is through this agapeic, Revolutionary Love that I believe the life and actions of Nat 

Turner and John Brown can be better understood. Nat Turner and John Brown’s commitments to 

Revolutionary Love ended in their deaths, but their deaths were not the ends of their legacies or 

impacts, as Du Bois demonstrated. Concurrent with their deaths was their willingness in the first 

place to die for the sake of their Revolutionary Love. While they probably both intended to 

continue living following their revolutionary actions, they were willing and prepared to risk their 

lives to gain and protect the free lives of other enslaved people, perhaps recognizing what 

Da’Shaun L. Harrison notes in James’ introduction as the clarity Revolutionary Love brings to 

the understanding that death can be “an essential and vital part of revolution,” that “dying for the 

revolution is a necessary part” when other recourse for timely freedom, liberation, and dignity 

may not be possible (ibid, 8). In the following sections, I argue for their lives and actions to be 

understood as emblematic of Revolutionary Love.  

 



Nat Turner and Revolutionary Love 

Nat Turner was born into slavery in 1800 in Southampton, Virginia, a rural community in 

the southeastern tidewater region of the state, as the property of Benjamin Turner. Though 

Benjamin Turner passed away in 1810, the ownership of Nat Turner merely passed onto the son 

of Benjamin Turner, with whom Nat Turner spent the vast majority of his remarkable life, which 

was defined by solitary religious reflection, divine revelation, religious instruction and 

distinction amongst his community of both enslaved Black people and enslaving whites, and 

apocalyptic visions forewarning a battle against the forces of slavery. In 1831, his divine 

inspirations culminated in an uprising of nearly seventy of his fellow enslaved community 

wherein they took up arms and killed 55 white men, women, and children of the surrounding 

Southampton area on their path to Jerusalem, Virginia and a broader assault on slavery. After 

only a couple of days, as word of the uprising spread, white militias and government forces 

crushed the rebellion, killing over 100 Black people, both free and enslaved, in retaliation. Nat 

Turner escaped and went into hiding for nearly three months but was later captured, put on trial, 

and hung for his role in the insurrection.  

While he awaited trial, the local white lawyer Thomas R. Gray interrogated him over two 

days and published Turner’s testimony shortly after the trial in a short book entitled The 

Confessions of Nat Turner, the Leader of the Late Insurrection in Southampton, VA. As fully and 

voluntarily made to Thomas R. Gray (hereafter, The Confessions). This book, which exploded in 

popularity due to the nature and severity of both the uprising and the white backlash of paranoia 

and violence, is all that is known about Turner’s life. While others have written extensively 

about the precarity of the account’s veracity due to Turner’s incarceration, Gray’s editorial and 

mediating presence, and the various motives Gray may have had for the book’s success, for the 



purposes of this paper, I take Turner’s voice as legitimate in The Confessions by leaning on an 

analysis of it that balances the precarity of the circumstances with the speed with which it was 

published with corroborated information.3 In taking seriously The Confessions as the greatest, 

and only, available source of Nat Turner’s voice, I explore three distinct yet overlapping and 

related dimensions of Turner’s life and revolt, all of which I believe are intelligible as 

components of Revolutionary Love: his dedicated, prophetic, and agape-informed critique of the 

dehumanization of slavery and subjugation of himself and his fellow enslaved; the fusion of his 

rejection of slavery’s dehumanization and sense of solidaristic struggle with his political will to 

engage in radical risk-taking and insurrect en masse; and, finally, the thorny moral constraints, 

possibilities, and consequences of his actions, even as I argue they were rooted in Revolutionary 

Love.   

The first key dimension of Nat Turner’s Revolutionary Love comes in his prophetic voice 

receiving through revelation – which he yielded to – an end to slavery as mandated and enacted 

through both Old Testament prophetic and New Testament apocalyptic violence. This prophetic 

voice and mandate against the institutionalized anti-Blackness of slavery, which culminated in 

organizing and leading his violent insurrection, emerged directly, clearly, and consistently, as 

reported by Turner in The Confessions, through his religious experience, whether through 

revelation, prayer, meditation, study, or direct communication with the divine.  

 
3 See Joseph Drexler-Dreis’s “Nat Turner’s Rebellion as a Process of Conversion: Towards a Deeper Understanding 
of the Christian Conversion Process.” Drexler-Dreis argues that given the quick turnaround between Gray and 
Turner’s conversations and the publishing of The Confessions, “it would, however, have been difficult for Gray to 
have correlated Turner’s various visions with the historical events of his life so that they would line up as closely as 
they did in The Confessions, and it thus seems that the core of the document most likely did come from Turner” 
(231). 
 



Born into slavery, the religious context in which Turner was reared was manifold. Joseph 

Drexler-Dreis and Randolph Ferguson Scully trace, for instance, the influence on Turner of the 

broader, white-dominated Baptist evangelical world shot through with the contradictions of 

Revolutionary War-era ideals and the realities of a material world dominated by “racial privilege 

and chattel slavery” (Scully, 135). One of the most versatile of these ideals was that of liberty, 

which was embedded in how local white Baptists in southeastern Virginia  

attempted to govern [slaves] according to the ideas of Christian fellowship, 
religious liberty, and individuals’ equal access to conversion [and communion with 
God] and an ongoing relationship with God that shaped Baptist community. In the 
process of attempting to interpret and apply these principles in practice, the 
churches presented members of all sorts with a language of divine justice, human 
morality, Godly community, and ultimate meaning that had a basis separate from 
worldly standards. (ibid) 
 

One can clearly imagine the difference in how such an ideal could be imagined and practiced 

depending on one’s existence as an enslaved or free person. Concurrently, Turner’s Baptist 

context would have been alongside his rearing within slave religious traditions passed on and 

enacted through his family and broader enslaved community, also with unique innovations, 

interpretations, and expressions of the Christianity of their broader milieu. As Karl W. Lampley 

notes, “Black slave religion incorporated aspects of both conservative accommodation” perhaps 

by necessity of slavery “alongside radical protest and agitation,” which Gayraud S. Wilmore also 

recognizes as “a radical strain…that seeks independence from white control” (Lampley, 3). This 

was especially true of Turner, as I shall further illuminate, whose “black slave religion 

condemned the institution of slavery, affirmed blacks as created in the image of God, and viewed 

blacks as God’s special contemporary people” (ibid).  

While Turner was in the aftermath and still is often debatably remembered as a preacher, 

Drexler-Dreis argues that Turner was “not ordained or an enrolled church member in the official 



sense,” but, as reported in The Confessions “held religious authority within his slave community 

and had deep ties to the religiosity of his fellow slaves” (Drexler-Dreis, 230).  

 Turner’s sense of and commitment to his own prophetic chosenness, and his 

community’s recognition of it – both key to the foundation and divinely guided light of his 

Revolutionary Love as dedication to preserving Black dignity and life culminating in his 

insurrection – emerges throughout The Confessions, starting with his sense of his life’s – and, 

ergo, the rebellion’s – divine pre-ordination, as he suggests to Gray from the outset: “Sir,--You 

have asked me to give you a history of the motives which induced me to undertake the late 

insurrection, as you call it—To do so I must go back to the days of my infancy, and even before I 

was born” (Turner and Gray, 7). As Turner further explains, one particularly prophetic episode 

from when he was only three or four years old, in which he correctly reported to his mother the 

details of something that had happened before him, led the broader enslaved community around 

him to react with astonishment and to recognize that Turner “surely would be a prophet, as the 

Lord had shewn [him] things that had happened before [his] birth” (ibid). This was further 

encouraged by Turner’s parents, as they were also convinced by a mark he had on two parts of 

his body. Importantly, as I will return in the next section, Turner’s prophetic chosenness was not 

just affirmed by his immediate family or even just the enslaved, but also by Benjamin Turner and 

his fellow church members who Turner reports frequented where they lived.  

 Fiercely inquisitive and restless in the mind, Turner was soon deemed to likely “never be 

of any service to any one as a slave” by his own grandmother, master, and his master’s friends, 

who recognized his “uncommon intelligence for a child” (ibid, 8). Accordingly, Turner naturally 

turned to and concerned himself not only with the themes and questions of religion, but to 

invention and experimentation with the natural materials around him. His intellectual journey 



was accompanied by the continuation of Turner’s divine predispositions and interventions 

throughout his early adult life, such as in his learning of the alphabet and how to read and write 

seemingly with no help or training, and a revelation about the planets and other celestial 

phenomena. At some point, Turner’s personal sense of himself and his reputation for strategy, 

knowledge, and “superior judgment” had been “perfected by Divine inspiration,” and “ became 

the subject of remark by white and black,” so he sequestered himself away from others and 

toward “mystery, devoting [his] time to fasting and prayer” (ibid, 7-8). At this crossroads, 

perhaps at his first attendance of religious meetings, Turner “was struck with that particular 

passage which says: ‘Seek ye the kingdom of Heaven and all things shall be added unto you;” 

(ibid, 8).  

 Perhaps seeking further understanding, revelation, or deliverance to this guiding 

scripture’s sanctified kingdom, the enslaved Turner continued to pray on it until “[t]he Spirit that 

spoke to the prophets in former days” came and spoke to him directly, telling him also, “Seek ye 

the kingdom of Heaven and all things shall be added unto you” (ibid, 9). Thus marks the first 

significant, though partial, revelation of Turner’s divinely inspired and prophetic direction in his 

precarious life. For the enslaved Turner, it is likely that the kingdom of Heaven not only referred 

to a permanent state (material or metaphysical) of no slavery but of freedom, liberation, and 

perhaps the justice of the God who often warned or informed the aforementioned prophets of 

coming divine violence upon the faithful or their enemies, depending on their actions. In other 

words, these early revelations, coupled with his communal upbringing, might also represent, vis-

à-vis divine guidance, the beginning of Turner’s dedication to destroying completely the evil of 

slavery, and thus a beginning of that commitment to what Da’Shaun L. Harrison above calls the 

destruction of anti-Blackness. Upon further, yearslong prayer, and the same revelation, again, 



following the first such revelation, Turner’s notoriety and influence among his fellow enslaved 

grew, as he shared the nature and contents of his revelations, which “they believed and said [his] 

wisdom came from God.” Turner, himself, also began preparing for the actualization of the 

revelation and “to prepare them for [his] purpose, by telling them something was about to happen 

that would terminate in fulfilling the great promise that had been made to me” (ibid, 9).  

 Almost mythically, Turner’s life shifted significantly when he was placed to work under 

a new overseer and escaped from his enslavement, spending thirty days out in the wilderness, 

only to return at the appearance of the Spirit seemingly rebuking Turner for seeking his own 

freedom separate from the freedom of his community. The Spirit told Turner that he “had [his] 

wishes directed to the things of this world, and not to the kingdom of Heaven, and that [he] 

should return to the service of [his] earthly master—‘For he who knoweth his Master’s will, and 

doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes, and thus have I chastened you’” (ibid, 10). While 

Turner’s Revolutionary Love is significantly defined by his unfolding, divinely-inspired 

prophetic vision for the freedom of his community through the death of slavery, it is here, 

importantly, where the solidaristic, agapeic nature of that prophetic vision emerges in his 

adherence to a divine calling committed, as Turner later learns, to broader freedom through 

insurrection. The seeds of agapeic, radical risk-taking were planted upon Nat Turner’s return to 

such a precarious and violent life. This is most profoundly and explicitly revealed in The 

Confessions in Turner’s vision, arguably of a war between good and evil as expressed through 

race, upon his return after his escape, in which he sees “white spirits and black spirits engaged in 

battle, and the sun was darkened—the thunder rolled in the Heavens, and blood flowed in 

streams—and I heard a voice saying, ‘Such is your luck, such you are called to see, and let it 

come rough or smooth, you must surely bare it’” (ibid, 10).   



 For at least six more years, Turner, continuing to withdraw himself in prayerful seeking 

of revelation and understanding, further experienced appearances and revelations of the Spirit, 

reminding him of what it had previously shown and called of him, and also further revealing to 

him the signs to wait for. Notably, however, these revelations expressed and reflected a theology 

informed by both the prophets (and prophetic violence) of the Old Testament as well as the 

promise of the apocalyptic return of Christ who would bring forth justice to the earthly realm. 

As, Lampley notes, Turner’s “black slave religion harmonized the Old Testament and the New 

Testament views of God…embrac[ing] the liberating God of the Exodus and the liberating spirit 

of Jesus Christ” (Lampley, 3). It also “understood God as the liberator of the poor and 

oppressed…partial to the struggle of the weak and the defenseless” and “willing to justify and 

legitimate revolutionary violence against oppression” (ibid), the violent consequences of which I 

shall analyze in my final section on Nat Turner.   

In this yearslong interim, Turner was perfected by the Spirit as he not only further learned 

of the “great day of judgment” but also experienced the Holy Ghost, who showed him the 

“Saviour’s hands” and, eventually, dewlike blood on corn in the fields, symbolizing for Turner 

the return of the blood of Christ, which itself symbolized “that the Saviour was about to lay 

down the yoke he had borne for the sins of men and the great day of judgment was at hand” 

(ibid, 10-11). This great day of judgment, as was finally revealed to Turner, called upon him to 

“fight against the Serpent” loosened upon the world; to take on “the yoke [Christ] had borne for 

the sins of men” and “fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast approaching when the first 

should be last and last should be first,” doubly referring both to scripture and the material state of 

his political and material existence as a slave (ibid, 11). More explicitly, Turner refers to the 

actualization of his calling as that time when, upon the right signs, he should share his plan 



amongst his trusted allies, “arise and prepare [himself], and slay [his] enemies with their own 

weapons” (ibid, 11). As Lampley notes, the violent culmination of Turner’s prophetic words are 

especially unique because of its nature as a “defiant and revolutionary form of Christian 

violence” from Turner’s own singular Christian theology and relationship with God, as well as 

its nature as “violence of the oppressed…in Christian charity and fulfillment of the gospel in 

anticipation of Christ’s return” (Lampley, 2).  

Thus marks the impending violent culmination of the two major components of Turner’s 

Revolutionary Love: his deep (religious) dedication to his cause of the divinely-dictated 

destruction of slavery so that he and his fellow enslaved – “the last” – shall be free, and brewing 

political will not only to remain in the community until such destruction shall be called forth, but 

to lead it. His solitary escape itself speaks to the truth of the evil of his suffering as an enslaved 

person, and yet, crucially, it is his commitment to his communal context through his acceptance 

of the divine call to return to slavery, coupled with the yearslong commitment to divine 

revelation towards the destruction of slavery, that exemplifies his Revolutionary Love.  

• • • 

In addition to Turner’s prophetic mandate to end the suffering of his people’s slavery, 

and the “umph-degree love” that may silently reside in his deference to the divine calling, Turner 

can be understood as a practitioner of Revolutionary Love through his willingness to engage in 

radical risk-taking and sacrifice towards the denial of slavery’s dehumanization of Black people 

in his theology. As Lampley notes, and as I have traced above, the inspiration for Turner’s 

rebellion ultimately is defined by his commitment to his calling to bring forth a kingdom of 

heaven “on earth for black slaves…realiz[ing] that God’s Kingdom could not deny material and 

spiritual liberation to blacks” (Lampley, 4). Turner’s slave religion and revelations reiterated to 



him the incompatibility between slavery and the humanity, liberation, and somebodyness, to 

evoke Dr. King, of the person subjected to slavery. Thus, to reiterate and recontextualize into 

Turner’s life the articulation of Joy James above, he was willing to sacrifice while also 

simultaneously reject some of the oppressive, this-worldly terms around the life, relationships, 

time, and livelihood of an enslaved person “with the understanding that nothing is guaranteed in 

return,” (James, IPORL, 8). Turner not only “actively [fought] against the inhumanity of whites 

and the peculiar institution” founded upon the degradation, subjugation, and humiliation of Black 

people, but actively fought for his freedom as he came to understand it through revelation as 

inescapably linked with his fellow enslaved (Lampley, 4).  

 While this component to understanding Turner’s life and actions through Revolutionary 

Love is related and may even seem redundant to my exploration of Turner’s dedication to his 

cause in the previous section, it is key to emphasize particularly in light of how Turner was 

immediately rendered by white society that captured him, which gestures towards what I am 

calling his fidelity to the cause, or the context of forces surrounding him and his actions. 

Turner’s rendering by the white public is perhaps most notably and consistently expressed 

through his characterizations throughout Gray’s published account as fanatical and thus having 

insurrected due to religious fanaticism and race hatred that would undercut Turner’s justified 

religious critique of slavery due to its own evil.  

Throughout The Confessions, though Gray offers a nuanced, if hedging, analysis about 

the earnestness and truth of Turner’s account, he very clearly and consistently presents Turner as 

an evil, religiously misguided terrorist. Recognizing only the significant violence of the enslaved 

but not the varying levels of the violence of their daily lives and existence as slaves, Gray 

regarded the “atrocious circumstances of cruelty and destruction” wrought by the “diabolical 



actors” and “insurgent slaves” (Turner and Gray, 3). Turner, who he rightly though moralistically 

charges as “the leader of this ferocious band,” the “great Bandit” and the “contriver and head” of 

the insurrection, is further deemed “a gloomy fanatic…revolving in the recesses of his own dark, 

bewildered, and overwrought mind, [with] schemes of indiscriminate massacre to the whites” 

(ibid, 3-4). Herein emerges what I believe to be fearmongering influence of the broader, white 

imaginary ever fearful of slave rebellion, as well as that imaginary’s moral blindness or refusal to 

engage the terror and moral rot at the center of slavery with the dialectical nature of revolt and 

enslavement.4 In emphasizing a remorseless, terror-hungry band of rebelling slaves, Grays traces 

a picture not of just rebellion, in principal if not in means, but of evil incarnate intent on 

destroying all signs of allegedly innocent life in its path. Gray continues:  

Schemes too fearfully executed as far as [Turner’s] fiendish band proceeded in their 
desolating march. No cry for mercy penetrated their flinty bosoms. No acts of 
remembered kindness made the last impression upon these remorseless murderers. 
Men, women, and children, from hoary age to helpless infancy were involved in 
the same cruel fate. Never did a band of savages do their work of death more 
unsparingly. (ibid, 4, emphasis mine) 
 

For Gray, the rebellion was informed by “hellish purposes” the foundations of which lie squarely 

in Turner’s corrupted mind which “endeavor[ed] to grapple with things beyond” its reach, 

leading to “the conception and perpetration of the most atrocious and heart-rending deeds” (ibid, 

4-5). Gray deliberately distinguishes Turner’s motives and actions from revenge or sudden anger, 

perhaps implying a legibility or even relatively greater level of vindication of both the presence – 

and, therefore, the source – of those potential reasons for the insurrection. Instead, as he closes 

his introductory disclaimer in The Confessions, Gray, taking Turner at his word for the “long 

 
4 See Aime Cesaire’s Discourse on Colonialism (1950) and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1961), 
particularly the latter’s first chapter: “On Violence”. While neither author explicitly traces the dialectic between 
slavery and revolt, they do significantly trace the dialectic of colonialism, decolonization, and even the destruction 
of colonizing society’s, which inspires my thought here.  



deliberation, and [the] settled purpose of mind” with which he acted, renders Turner’s project 

“[t]he offspring of gloomy fanaticism” led by “his band of ferocious miscreants” (ibid, 5).  

 Gray’s simultaneous, if tentative, acceptance of Turner’s religious biography and 

reasonings for the insurrection alongside the condemnation of Turner’s campaign as one of terror 

fueled by religious fanaticism clearly present benefits to the communal psyche and political and 

social structures of the broader white society most affronted by Turner’s revolt. What they miss, 

however, are significant complicated nuances of Turner’s political theology focused on securing 

and protecting his divinely and perhaps even civically (from the mythos of the Revolutionary 

War) inspired rights to life, liberty, and freedom.  

 Turner’s submission and actualization of his calling to bring forth the Black dignity and 

freedom of the kingdom of God not only for himself – as he could have achieved through 

individual escape from slavery – but also for his community of slaves importantly undercuts the 

letter and thrust of Gray’s characterization. This happens through two primary forces. First, as I 

have emphasized above, Turner was drawn by the calling of divine revelation, which he 

understood as both in the lineage of the Old Testament prophetic violence and the promises of 

justice in Christ’s return in the New Testament. In the case of the former, Turner’s denial of the 

dehumanization of slavery emerged from his revelation of God’s coming judgment on the 

suffering at the hands of his enslavers and the system they represented. It is not simply that God 

called the prophets that Turner presumably alludes to in The Confessions to righteous violence, 

but that he called them “to combat slavery, apostasy, idolatry, social injustice, and 

unrighteousness” (ibid, 5). Turner, in recognizing and adhering to God’s revelation of the 

violence also recognized the unjust evil in his enslavement and oppression, the foundation of 

which was built on anti-Blackness.  



Similarly, and secondly, as I have also illuminated above, Turner’s sense of divine came 

from his religious understanding of the Spirit’s revelation of the apocalyptic judgment coming as 

promised by Christ of the New Testament, who died to save all people, and especially the 

powerless and downtrodden. Turner himself was called in the name of Christ to bring forth “the 

material and the spiritual reality of God’s Kingdom in the lives and future of black slaves” (ibid, 

93). Lampley astutely recognizes the subtle yet powerful fact “[t]hat Nat Turner’s conception of 

Jesus as Savior and Christ underl[ies] his revolutionary commitment to violence and liberation” 

as his expression of “Jesus and the gospel of Jesus as sympathetic and supportive of his violent 

rebellion” (91). 

 Turner’s rejection of the anti-Blackness and inhumanity of slavery through what Lampley 

intimates as a Christ-in-Revelation-style, violent rebellion represents a political agape, certainly 

akin to the agape James places at the center of Revolutionary Love, that offers robust critique 

and nuance to its hegemonic deployment. Lampley astutely investigates this very point through 

an interesting extended exegesis of the Sermon on the Mount in an attempt to distinguish the 

“Pacifist Jesus” from the “Revolutionary Jesus.” As Lampley argues, Jesus famously and clearly 

dictates a “pacifist ethic of nonviolence and law” during this sermon, which is most 

characterized by the great commandments to love God and one’s neighbors and one’s self, and 

the instruction to “‘love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate 

you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you’ (MT 5:43-44)” (Lampley 96). 

For many theologians, scholars, and traditions in the church, this has been the quintessential 

passage of the Bible underlying an inseparability between nonviolence, love, and pacifism across 

all zones of living. Recognizing the clarity and directness of Jesus’s literal words, as well as 

some of debates over Jesus’s political command that have ensued in the millennia since his life, 



Lampley suggests a targeted nuance, noting that the clarity of Jesus’ words starts and stops with 

the insistence on nonviolence. That clarity does not extend and  

it is less clear if Jesus meant for his philosophy of love to govern his disciples in 
interpersonal relationships and private affairs [only] or to also rule over the 
legitimacy of rebellions of the oppressed and wars of the state. It is one thing to 
prescribe nonviolence in personal matters and quite another to forbid just revolution 
or just war. (ibid, 98)  

 
Indeed, Jesus’s own actions and example, which “ultimately rejected violent insurrection in 

Rome,” violent resistance to his arrest and killing, or violent resistance to the other 

contemporaneous religious authorities around him, do not for Lampley equate to a complete 

rejection of that path for others in other circumstances (107). The revolutionary nature of Jesus’s 

life and work with respect to the social, political, and religious leaders and organizations of Israel 

and Rome may not have been a violent insurrection, but it was still pronounced by what Lampley 

argues as a violent and aggressive projects in the form of spiritual warfare against the kingdom 

of Satan, self-righteousness, condemnation of the wicked and rich, and predictions of impending 

destruction such as the temple (112), and even his own “cleansing of the temple” (113). In this 

view, then, “Jesus’s politics of violence only condemned violence in interpersonal relationships 

and private affairs [but] did not speak to the violence of the oppressed” (ibid, 121). Nor did Jesus 

outright “reject God’s counterviolence against institutional and systemic violence and repression. 

Jesus, in fact, embraced his own role as spiritual warrior against the kingdom of darkness,” 

perhaps not too differently from Nat Turner. Moreover, and in conclusion, 

Apocalyptic violence in pursuit of God’s Kingdom is in fact predicted by Jesus. 
Nat Turner’s liberation and revolutionary prophetic violence was an apocalyptic 
racial confrontation seeking the Kingdom of Heaven on earth and its gospel of 
freedom for black slaves. According to Jesus’ witness, violence and rebellion in 
favor of the Kingdom of God may be necessary, justifiable, and legitimate in the 
salvation history of humanity. (ibid, 122).  

  



Understanding Nat Turner’s theology, informed by yearslong direct spiritual revelation, as well 

as the spiritual osmosis of his community, as an expression of Revolutionary Love centralizes 

the specific social-cultural milieu of that theology – an enslaving society – and further 

foregrounds its values, demands, and, ultimately, actualizations of (divine) justice as squarely 

destructive of the violent structures of anti-Blackness. Moreover, and key to my argument, 

Turner’s cultivation and expression of this theology and acceptance of its mandates, developed in 

him a robust willingness to sacrifice greatly, even to the point of risking his own life to destroy 

the system of slavery. This much, I argue, Revolutionary Love helps unpack and account for, and 

yet the perennial question for Nat Turner, and one which I have avoided thus far, remains: are 

the consequences of his, and his fellow enslaved people in revolt, justified?   

• • • 

Nat Turner’s religious commitment to freeing himself and others by any means 

necessary, to return to Mumia Abu-Jamal’s allusion to Malcolm X’s famous charge in the 

former’s rendering of Revolutionary Love above, emblematize the radical and consummated 

nature of Turner’s Revolutionary Love, as informed by his faith (James, IPORL, 224). Recall 

James’ and Abu-Jamal’s recognition of Revolutionary Love as fueled by agape as political will. 

Revolutionary Love is not defined by word or theory, nor is it, as previously emphasized, 

“romantic or charming.” It is bold and committed to the material struggle towards basic needs 

and dignity, either violently or nonviolently. As in the case of Nat Turner, and again as 

previously defined, it engages in “radical risk-taking for justice” emergent “from a desire for the 

greater good.” Even so, while Revolutionary Love’s agapeic political will and dedication 

accounts for radical risk-taking in violent and non-violent ways, neither James nor her 



collaborators express it justifying violence, including murder. In my view, Revolutionary Love 

does not clearly or convincingly do so, including in the case of Nat Turner.   

 Following the appearance of the divine sign representing to Turner that the time for his 

prophetic calling was nigh, Turner gathered his closest confidantes, strategized, and commenced 

the prophetic rebellion, which Turner explicitly narrates, house by house, in The Confessions. 

This is no less than the final commitment and expression of radical risk-taking for justice. This 

narration is also extremely violent and depicts Turner, his men, and the growing crowd of fifty or 

sixty revolting enslaved people’s killing of men, women, and children, including infants, mostly 

as they slept or were caught unawares in their homes. 

In an attempt to fully consider what I have typified above as the fidelity to the cause, or, 

perhaps, what may be more apt as the social, political, and moral world of Turner, it is important 

to wrestle with the question of what recourses an enslaved person has to resist their slavery, 

especially if they are driven by a Revolutionary Love committed to radical, agapeic risk-taking 

in service towards the dignity and freedom of themselves and others. Lampley asks: “What does 

the slave do when faced with a perpetual and inherently violent system of bondage and slavery,” 

with, I might add, no legal recourse or representation, not to mention recognition of shared equal 

humanity, to seek relief or redress (Lampley, 1). Lampley rightly recognizes in Turner’s 

religious inspiration and actions the futility of choices in Turner’s existence as a slave, echoing 

perhaps a version of what James Cone referred to as “existential absurdity” (Cone, 117). The 

framework and characteristics of Revolutionary Love in Turner’s life, theology, and political will 

may provide significant useful context and understanding to some dimensions of Lampley’s and 

others’ rendering of Turner’s insurrection, then, as a form of “self-defense of the oppressed 



slave,” as well as Turner’s understanding of “God’s counterviolence against the inherent 

barbarism and violence of slavery” (Lampley, 3).  

This notion of counterviolence, and its distinctions from other forms of violence, is 

especially illuminating in understanding Turner’s violence. It is one of three forms of violence 

offered by Helder Camara. Lampley explains:  

Violence no. 1 is the established violence of injustices, humiliations, and 
restrictions. This is the violence of the state and social, political, and economic 
structures. Violence no. 1 attracts violence no. 2, or the revolt of the oppressed 
and/or youth. Thus, institutional and structural violence leads ultimately to 
rebellion. When violence no. 2 resists violence no. 1, the authorities use force or 
violence no. 3.  According to Camara’s scheme, the violence of slavery necessarily 
attracts revolt that in turn invites the repressive force of the authorities. (Lampley, 
10) 
 

Taking into account the significant and varied violence – social, political, economic, bodily, 

emotional, familial, and on – of slavery, Turner’s violence represents a counterviolence to that 

slavery. Indeed, Turner’s violence, given an enslaved person’s limited, if not nonexistent, menu 

of nonviolent options for addressing harmful oppression and injustices, seems not just one of the 

any but one of the only means necessary to strike a blow at the system of slavery and move 

towards the possibility of freedom. On another level, for Turner, perhaps, God’s violence – for 

Turner’s actions are ultimately the revelation and prophetic direction of his God calling forth a 

violent, cosmic justice – is also a form of counterviolence against the corrupt violence of slavery. 

While Camara’s framework’s may suggest Revolutionary Love’s futility in preceding and 

implication in triggering violence no. 3, such a reading may also risk fundamentally 

underemphasizing the quotidian brutality of slavery, obscuring what the calculus of what may be 

gained versus lost in such a dehumanizing system, and underestimating the Revolutionary 

Lover’s agency and agapeic dedication to the destruction of a system harming himself and 

others. Moreover, as traced above, it is the agapeic political will to radically take risks for others 



that is central to Revolutionary Love, and from which comes, as Da’Shaun L. Harrison wrotes, 

the understanding that death can be “an essential and vital part of revolution,” that “dying for the 

revolution is [even] a necessary part” when other recourse for timely freedom, liberation, and 

dignity may not be possible (James, IPORL, 8). 

Even so, as I said at the beginning of this section, some facts that cannot be avoided in 

analyzing the life and actions of Nat Turner are those related to who he killed. The majority of 

the people killed by Turner and those who rose in prophetic uprising against slavery with him 

were women and children. There are legitimate and complex questions regarding the ethics of his 

actions that are not robustly justified by Revolutionary Love. While Lampley notes how many 

white Virginians condemned the revolt for its killing of innocent women and children, he also 

raises a complicating question: even though “Turner’s insurrection utilized unjust means in 

slaughtering noncombatants…is anyone really innocent in the enslavement of another race? 

Even the women and children benefited from the violence done to blacks” and therefore were 

complicit in their subjugation, an exploration which is beyond the scope of this paper (Lampley, 

142 ). Still, in an interesting analysis of Christian just war theory and practices, Lampley rightly 

recognizes that the indiscriminate killing of women and children was not justified, particularly in 

understanding them as innocents and noncombatants. Similarly, while Revolutionary Love helps 

to greatly unpack and nuance an understanding of the dedication, political will, and fidelity to 

Turner’s life, theology, and actions, I do not believe that Revolutionary Love clearly rationalizes 

or justifies their killing.  

Rather than clearly and finally articulating a moral certainty or ethical imperative, this 

line of inquiry instead suggests further analysis of the “existential absurdity” of the slave and 

their available options for freedom, be it temporary, permanent, or in a state of marronage, in a 



broader society structured on their disenfranchisement and dehumanization. This is further 

elucidated by Turner’s own recognition of the “seriousness and severity of such indiscriminate 

killing” and his plans, strategic and/or symbolic, or otherwise, to gain the strength in numbers in 

his revolt to allow him the option to “later spare women and children” without threat to his 

existential, liberatory goals (Lampley, 148-149; Turner and Gray, 12).  

In concluding his book on Turner’s life and insurrection, Lampley argues for a theology 

of just revolution informed by, but also critical of, Turner’s revolution. Turner’s theology of just 

revolution, as proposed by Lampley, seems be significantly defined by Revolutionary Love. 

Lampley emphasizes, as I also demonstrate above, Turner’s prophetic Christian commitment to 

ending slavery and liberating himself and others in Christ’s own radical rhetoric and actions, 

reminding that  

[w]hile some argue that Jesus categorically condemned violence as unchristian, a 
careful reading of Jesus indicates that Jesus condemned violence in interpersonal 
affairs and private matters but did not condemn violence and war absolutely in 
every situation and context. He did not categorically condemn the wars of the state 
or the violence of the oppressed. He did not advise the soldier to become a pacifist. 
In fact, he predicted apocalyptic violence to usher in the fulfillment of the Kingdom 
of God, (Lampley, 156) 
 

suggesting a final, violent judgment of innocence and guilt. Turner’s theological foundations for 

his life and insurrection, informed by revelation, individual discipline, and mystical experience, 

sit within and yet may also exceed the lineage of and “embrace[] the prophetic violence of Moses 

and the apocalyptic outlook of Jesus’s politics of violence” (ibid). For Lampley, then, a Christian 

theology of just revolution “redeems Nat Turner” as it “justifies and legitimates” his cause and 

intention in rebelling, particularly as expressed through a community of fellow enslaved Black 

people informed by, I would argue, Revolutionary Love (ibid). However, as noted above, such a 

framework of a just revolution, even if informed by Revolutionary Love, “simultaneously 



exposes and indicts his killing of innocents” and recognizes “unethically employed unjust 

means” (ibid). In summation, Turner’s acceptance of his divine calling to insurrect in service of 

agape and the destruction of the system of slavery, as opposed to, say, his private escape to 

precarious or even permanent freedom off the plantation, represent his strong fit as one animated 

by Revolutionary Love, albeit founded upon his deep faith. Turner’s uprising is further 

contextualized through the framework of Revolutionary Love as the willingness to radically risk 

life and limb in continuance of the dedication to his cause and solidarity with his community of 

fellow enslaved. That willingness to risk, while contextualized and accounted for by 

Revolutionary Love, simultaneously begins to breakdown in intelligibility in the framework as it 

transforms into the consequences of killing, particularly of women and children. Revolutionary 

Love seems offers productive understanding and perhaps even inspiration of Turner’s dedication 

to his cause and his political will to act on that dedication, but it but does not entirely resolve or 

supersede violence that crosses into killing.  

 
John Brown and Revolutionary Love 
 

John Brown was born a free man in 1800 in Connecticut, the son of a very religious 

father who despised slavery. Growing up in free-state Ohio, John Brown’s nascent radical 

abolitionism was informed by early, occasional encounters through his father with both Black 

and Native American people, alongside an upbringing under his father’s deeply religious 

influence that insisted on their right to freedom and equal protection under the law. He was no 

stranger to loss in the mortal world, losing his biological mother as a young child, his first wife, 

and finally outliving 14 of his children by the time of his death in 1859. While he was a preacher 

briefly in his early adulthood, he spent much of his adulthood struggling across various 

economic ventures – tanning, homesteading, raising sheep, land speculation – and navigating his 



own contested business acumen through various local and regional economic crises across Ohio, 

Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and New York.  

Devoutly Calvinist with Puritan influences from his childhood even with his proud, 

purported Mayflower lineage, his intense faith amplified his fierce anti-slavery sentiments in the 

late 1830s when a prominent abolitionist, Elijah Lovejoy, was fatally attacked by a pro-slavery 

mob outside of his printing press. From this time forth, Brown committed his life to the 

destruction of slavery and began organizing and supporting increasingly radical abolitionist 

efforts, eventually moving to a multi-racial communal farm in upstate New York to be in 

community with other Black families. In 1855, at the invitation of his likeminded sons, Brown 

moved to join guerilla settlement and battle efforts against pro-slavery forces in the contested 

Kansas Territory, whose status as slaveholding or free territory would be openly voted on by 

settlers. Here, Brown gained legendary renown and infamy across the nation for his bold tactics 

raiding, challenging, and dispersing camps of pro-slavery forces; successfully defending, in 

armed shootouts, towns sympathetic to the free-state cause, such as Osawatamie, after which he 

received the moniker Osawatamie Brown; crossing into Missouri to raid plantations in order to 

free and transport formerly enslaved people himself to freedom in Canada, beyond the 

jurisdiction of the Fugitive Slave Act; and, infamously, for leading a nighttime raiding group, 

including multiple of his sons, that butchered five pro-slavery men as they slept in Kansas.  

In 1859, after significant planning with family members and friends, and with lukewarm 

support from his robust network of Northern sympathizers and funders, including Frederick 

Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and the wealthy Gerrit Smith, who had previously funded the 

communal living experiment in upstate New York, Brown led an unsuccessful raid and 

occupation of a federal armory at Harper’s Ferry (then-Virginia), with the hopes of continuing 



southward to simultaneously liberate and arm enslaved people on plantations and jumpstart a 

guerrilla civil war across the South against slavery. Two of his sons and the majority of his 

insurrectionary party were killed in the raid, and five more of those who resisted Brown’s efforts 

were killed at the hands of Brown’s men in their instigating raid. Similar to Turner, Brown was 

captured, put on trial, and hung for his role in the insurrection.  

Unlike Turner, Brown, as a free white man engaged in the abolitionist struggle in a 

broader ecosystem of other major public figures in the struggle, left behind a great deal of 

personal writings, including an autobiography, a constitution marking the refounding of the 

United States with slavery eradicated, an abolitionist’s Declaration of Liberty based on the 

Declaration of Independence, and hundreds of letters across his life, including in the final days of 

his captivity following his Harper’s Ferry raid. His final raid on Harper’s Ferry and subsequent 

imprisonment and trial also sparked massive interest and publicity around the country, increasing 

the heat on an already boiling abolitionism in the North, while also the specter of secession 

amidst fears of increased anti-slavery action in the South. Perhaps enabled by so many primary 

resources available, mountains of analyses, interpretations, music, and art have engaged with his 

life in the more than century-and-a-half since his raid and death. This project cannot and has not 

engaged all of that work, nor, more importantly, will it seek to descriptively analyze Brown’s 

entire life or offer as chronological an analysis as Nat Turner and Revolutionary Love. Rather, in 

this section, I more narrowly focus my analysis to three key explorations of Revolutionary Love 

in the life of John Brown: his distinct (for the time) commitment to racial equality and 

community with black people infused with his fierce abolitionist and religious sentiments; his 

similar willingness to risk greatly across most of his entire life to slow or stop slavery in its 

tracks; and his religiously and politically-informed strategic commitment to use violence and 



weapons against the systemic forces of evil in order to arm and free enslaved people towards 

civil war against slavery, with complicated guardrails against the use of force against people, 

whether innocent or implicated in slaveholding, and complicated results in the analysis of 

Revolutionary Love. 

Recalling Joy James’ recognition of Revolutionary Love as ultimately of a spiritual 

nature and that “[t]he most incandescent forms of Revolutionary Love often circulate through 

spirituality” (James, IPORL, 23), it is necessary, first and foremost, to locate the origins and 

dedication to Brown’s nascent abolitionism in the example and faith of his father, Owen Brown. 

As Louis A. DeCaro, Jr., notes in his spiritual biography of John Brown, the elder’s influence is 

key in understanding the younger’s. Coming of age in an era of local revivals, Owen Brown 

gained “a hunger for revival” that was directly tied to his “zeal for the liberation of black 

people,” both of which were directly influenced by his mentor in young adulthood, Reverend 

Jeremiah Hallock (DeCaro, 23). Hallock was not only an abolitionist himself but in community 

with fellow abolitionist clergy, introducing in person and literature to the young Owen Brown 

the likes of Samuel Hopkins and Jonathan Edwards, both dedicated abolitionist reverends who 

condemned slavery as a sin. When the elder Brown and his family moved to Ohio “with a 

determination to help build up and be a help in the [support] of religion and civil Order” (ibid, 

24, emphasis DeCaro’s), his abolitionist Christianity similarly influenced his racial politics, as he 

not only expressed disapproval of the forced removal of Native Americans by the government, 

but also engaged with them as community members and “firmly maintained that the Native 

population should be protected under the same laws,” even so far as to urging his community to 

charge (guilty) white people in the murders of local Native people, for which he “became a target 

of resentment from all but a few of Hudson’s early community” (ibid, 25).  



In tracing John Brown’s dedication to his fused faith and abolitionism to that of his 

father, one cannot underemphasize the Calvinist Puritan dimensions of the elder’s religiosity. 

Owen Brown emerged in the tradition of the select, visible saints who constituted the church by 

God’s will and grace alone, but who also “saw the gravest danger in the least of his sins and 

imputed no credit to himself for the best of his deeds,” and even more threat in great evils like 

slavery and how they “corrupted Christian witness” at societal levels (ibid, 28). John Brown, 

who “shared his father’s companionship for all but the last few years of his life,” was deeply 

influenced by, and in many ways even mirrors, this “humble, stuttering, stubborn Puritan whose 

salvation blended Reformation theology, personal piety, and a remarkable hatred of slavery and 

injustice [that he] fused into a unique family religion” (ibid, 29). Indeed, the fusion of John 

Brown’s faith and abolitionism likely started from the very beginning of his life, as he was 

“[u]ndoubtedly…taught to hate slavery the way most Sunday School children are taught to hate 

the devil” (ibid, 47). One can imagine such an early exposure as well when reckoning with the 

central place of the Golden Rule, which certainly contains agapeic valences, for Brown and his 

family, who recognized it as “a mandate to fight slavery [initially] by undermining it in overt and 

covert political acts, such as anti-slavery groups, participation in the underground railroad, and 

support of candidates who held similar opinions regarding slavery” (ibid, 4).  

These paternally-influenced forces would be further catalyzed by Brown’s traumatic 

experience in youth directly witnessing the “blatant neglect, brutality, and the most cruel 

treatment” of a similarly-aged young enslaved boy at the hands of a white business acquaintance 

of his father, who had just before heaped doting praises over the young John (ibid, 53). In his 

own 1857 biography, Brown reflects upon this event of traumatic witness as a kind of intense 

conversion not only away from venial sins but towards sober study, discipline, temperance, a 



belief “in the divine authenticity of the Bible,” and the formation of “a most determined 

Abolitionist” who would wage “Eternal war with Slavery,” the “greatest or principle object” of 

his life (ibid, 53-54, emphasis DeCaro’s).  

Simultaneously, John Brown was shaped by a place – the Western Reserve – and in a 

broader national milieu of “other zealous white Christians opposed to slavery,” such as William 

Lloyd Garrison and countless “clergymen, ‘home missionaries,’ evangelists, seminary students, 

and laity” (ibid, 31). Even within the movement to end slavery, however, the people and 

discourses in this milieu and in the free North, including in the Western Reserve, were not in 

unity about the underlying values and aims. While the general goal may have been to end 

slavery, some advocates urged the methodical, lawful dismantling of the slave regime and a 

program of gradual emancipation, while others sought immediate emancipation. Importantly, 

cutting across and within these two ‘sides’ of the issues were both stark disagreements and 

consensuses about the equality and destiny of Black people: some fought for the destruction of 

slavery out of antagonism towards enslaved Black people for depressing white wages; many 

condemned the evil of slavery and what its legal codification implicated in their civic and 

religious lives, but simultaneously had no desires for racial equality in private or public matters; 

and still some supported colonization efforts, or the coordinated removal of Black Americans to 

Central America and Africa and out of the United States once slavery was abolished. For John 

Brown, abolitionism was inseparable from not only the insistence on public and private political 

equality of Black people but their humanity and dignity. John Brown’s dedication to abolitionism 

is most distinct and takes a radical departure from the aforementioned, therefore, for how it 

merged more with agape as the “umph-degree” love of others (Black people), particularly in its 



religious dimensions, and thus how it is more akin to Revolutionary Love in its orientation to 

Blackness and Black people. 

In accordance with his religious upbringing, John Brown’s abolitionism began (and 

evolved) with a similarly conservative orientation towards the sanctity, actions, and evolution of 

the individual, as opposed to largely structural focus or critique of society, and thus he “never 

really participated in the institutional life of abolitionism, and eventually drove himself like a 

wedge between the idealism of white abolitionists and the hardcore reality of black experience” 

by “ultimately belong[ing] to the realm of black realities” (ibid, 36). This much was echoed also 

by Frederick Douglass in his first meeting with John Brown: 

Though a white gentleman, [he] is in sympathy a black man, and is as deeply 
interested in our cause, as though his own soul had been pierced with the iron of 
slavery….Mr. Brown said that for many years he had been standing by the great 
sea of American bondmen, and anxiously watching for some true men to rise above 
its dark level….Mr. Brown is one of the most earnest and interesting men that I 
have met in a long time. (ibid, 41-42)  
 

Echoing DeCaro’s words above, John Stauffer similarly writes in The Black Hearts of Men about 

the political centrality and internalization of Blackness as he traces the founding of the Radical 

Political Abolitionist party committed to these principles of freedom and equality – a party 

founded by John Brown, Frederick Douglass, black physician James McCune Smith, and the 

wealthy white abolitionist Gerrit Smith in 1855. Core to the founding principles of the party, 

which worked towards the immediate destruction of slavery and a radical vision of equality, was 

the idea that  

whites had to understand what it was like to be black. They had to learn how to 
view the world as if they were black, shed their ‘whiteness’ as a sign of superiority, 
and renounce their belief in skin color as a marker of aptitude and social status. 
They had to acquire, in effect, a black heart. (Stauffer, 1)  
 



Far from seeking just the abolition of slavery, as materially necessary as that would be, Brown 

and his co-radicals operationalized Revolutionary Love’s agape – love of others – and 

accompanying sacrificial labor of entering community struggle as they modeled what they 

sought to actualize: direct, reciprocal, and ongoing multiracial community rooted in shared, 

equal humanity, a conviction of faith, and the revolutionary ideals inherited from the founding of 

the United States, which is to say, an openness to engage nonviolently or violently against 

tyranny and the evil of slavery, albeit with a preference, at first, for nonviolence. They 

emphasized, unlike Garrison and other non-resistant abolitionists who viewed the Bible and the 

U.S. Constitution as inherently flawed or condoning of slavery, the necessary centrality of both, 

literally and in spirit, as they insisted on the jointly religious and political nature of their political 

party which could blend and actualize another key, enlightened document of the religious nation: 

the Declaration of Independence (ibid, 16-17).  

As Stauffer argues, this political party was also a deeply theological project as well, for 

these men “saw themselves as prophets preparing for a new and glorious age—a new America 

that would be free from sin and oppression” (ibid, 2). In other words, they held a millennialist 

view that their leadership in the eradication of slavery, the greatest evil, would, in fact, usher in a 

new world, both politically and religiously. This prophetic self-rendering was particularly true of 

Brown who, throughout his life, recognized a chosenness to enact God’s will on earth in the 

destruction of slavery, such as in the traumatic witness moment described above, as well as upon 

his learning of the news of Elijah Lovejoy’s death as expressed in the next section. His “moral 

outrage and self-conception of himself as an instrument of God,” (DeCaro, 251) and “an 

instrument of Providence for the liberation of the slaves” (ibid, 199) would emerge consistently 

in both his letters and abolitionist works in the latter half of life, even through his capture and 



final days before he hung at Harper’s Ferry. Unsurprisingly, at the first and only meeting of the 

four founders of the Radical Political Abolitionist party, Brown “thanked God for the gift of the 

convention” and felt that the “meeting seemed to confirm his faith that God spoke directly to him 

and guided his actions” (Stauffer, 9).   

This offers an important addition to the theological rendering of Brown above and his 

unique expression of Revolutionary Love. These men vis-à-vis their political party centrally 

employed  a “sacred self-sovereignty,” which did not locate the Kingdom of God “above or 

beyond this world” but “within them and theoretically within all people…allowing them to 

overcome the burden of original sin and to reposition the fundamental locus of value in spiritual 

passions and emotions rather than in worldly authority and social conventions” (ibid, 16). Like 

the Quaker abolitionists before them, they “sought deliverance from the depravity of original sin, 

and they associated moral evil with the institutions of the external world rather than themselves” 

(ibid, 17). They are crucially distinguished from those Quakers, though, in their refusal to 

“countenance evil,” seeing “themselves as prophets ushering in a new age” who “sought to 

transcend existing social barriers by abandoning a linear understanding of time and history” and 

working towards the “immediate abolition of every sin” (ibid, 17).  

While seemingly counterintuitive, their emphasis on the this-worldly nature of the 

Kingdom of God also fused with the importance they placed on the Constitution and broader 

government as a force that could be used for – or, perhaps, was destined to be – a model and 

expression of that divine new age. As they witnessed the two major political parties 

“fragmenting” and missing the mark entirely on the country’s existential crisis over the sin of 

slavery, however, the Radical Political Abolitionist party emerged with an increasingly forceful 



view of how to enact “the government as sacred and the appropriate means for pursuing their 

millennium,” feeling 

overcome by the lack of progress toward a just and moral society. The hearts of 
whites were not being changed, and they felt profoundly alienated from white laws 
and conventions that defended slavery and racial oppression. In their quest for a 
perfect society, they accepted righteous violence. (ibid, 2) 
 

While the party never disavowed “peaceful means” and “moral suasion — the principle on which 

abolitionism had been based”— in their goals to end slavery, they increasingly agreed with John 

Brown’s definition of slavery as a state of active war against Black life, though the metaphor 

would remain most important to understanding Brown and his actions, for the others remained 

more ambivalent about the use of violence (ibid, 27; 37). In accordance with their fused beliefs 

in the “higher laws” of their “Bible politics” and the sanctity of the Constitution “as an anti-

slavery document,” they argued that armed aggression and action would be necessary alongside 

any nonviolence resistance, or what John Brown called the “combin[ation of] moral suasion with 

the practical measure of bloodshed” (ibid, 26-27).  

This was the nature of John Brown’s Revolutionary Love: emergent from the abolitionist 

and Puritan influences of his father and upbringing, insistent on the dignity and equality of Black 

life, and pregnant with a radical vision of societal and existential transformation. It is through 

this understanding of Brown’s dedication to his cause, to return to the overlapping typologies of 

Revolutionary Love outlined in the introduction, that his radical risk-taking, his political will 

fueled by agape, also becomes legible—“as someone who identified so closely with blacks that 

he chose to live among them and was willing to sacrifice his life for their cause” (ibid, 6). 

• • • 

 Recalling Da’Shaun L. Harrison’s insistence that Revolutionary Love is that which resists 

the hegemonic deployment of love that “asphyxiates” the desire and necessity to revolt, rebel 



against, or even destroy the forces and structures of anti-Blackness, John Brown’s dedication to 

the cause and increasing willingness to risk financially, emotionally, socially, and physically to 

slow or stop slavery in its tracks exemplifies his intense ideological and practical commitment to 

Revolutionary Love. Even though Brown traces his earliest anti-slavery callings to the traumatic 

episode from his childhood mentioned above, another event in his adulthood would compare in 

activation energy in Brown’s agape-informed political will: the brutal mob killing of the 

abolitionist pastor and journalist Elijah Lovejoy in 1837 while he guarded his printing press. At a 

“special prayer meeting” in Brown’s community a couple of days later, Brown sat silently 

through a smattering of “holy indignations, speeches, and resolutions,” and then rose with his 

right hand raised and said: “I pledge myself, with God’s help, that I will devote my life to 

increasing hostility toward slavery” (DeCaro, 112), after which his father expressed to those 

gathered an explicit connection between his son and “John the Baptist, the prophet beheaded for 

his righteous rebuke of an evil king” (ibid, 112).  

Concurrent with the political-theological worldview of Brown traced in the previous 

section, which insisted that “the true spiritual heart was a black heart that shared a humanity with 

all people and lacked the airs of superiority of a white heart” (Stauffer, 18), the actualization of 

Brown’s dedication – that “hostility” – is remarkable both for its creative and destructive 

components, both of which should be considered the products of his Revolutionary Love. I have 

previously briefly mentioned the destructive components, those actions in the last  decade of his 

life which sought through force or violence to destroy slavery: John Brown’s heeding his sons’ 

call to join them in Kansas to take up arms against pro-slavery settlers, and the violent conflicts 

he joined there to ensure Kansas’s free-state status; his greater involvement in the Underground 

Railroad as armed escort, and in raiding plantations to free enslaved people by force; his 



increasingly violent turn in this rhetoric critiquing the state of slavery in the United States; and 

his culminating violent raid at Harper’s Ferry. While I note them again here, I analyze them and 

the consequences of their violence through Revolutionary Love in the next section. 

In terms of the creatively resistant components of Brown’s political will, which I 

distinguish from those that actually employed force, four stand out as particularly poignant. First, 

Brown’s involvement with the Underground Railroad represents a unique sacrificial labor and 

risk-taking that did not rely on violence or force. Ohio and the Western Reserve being hotbeds of 

anti-slavery sentiment and Underground Railroad activity, Owen Brown was involved as a 

boarder of Black people who passed through on their way to freedom. Similarly, from his late 

teenage years before he even married, John Brown “immediately turned his home and tannery 

into an underground railroad stop” and continued to do so to greater and greater involvement, 

such as escorting formerly enslaved people personally to freedom, as he increasingly built his 

life around resistance to slavery (DeCaro, 65).  

Similarly and secondly, Brown’s business ventures, though ever in flux and dictating his 

family’s life and locale, took a backseat to Brown’s abolition work after Lovejoy’s death in 

1837. In the year or two following that event, Brown expressed a marked shift in tone away from 

the kind of incidental or passive risk-taking in resistance to slavery that he had been taking, 

perhaps such as through assisting with the Underground Railroad. “[R]eevaluating conservative 

standards and considering the necessities of force in opposing slavery,” John Brown prepared 

himself and his family for a family effort in sabotaging slavery through force, and he committed 

that he “would never again be engaged in any business that he could not leave on two weeks’ 

notice” (ibid, 114).  



Third, John Brown was also willing to use his social status and privilege to take social 

risks in adherence with his dedication to the equality of Black and white people. This is perhaps 

most famously emblematized in his multiple moves with his entire family starting in 1849 to 

North Elba, New York, a Black communal living community founded by the white abolitionist 

and wealthy land baron Gerrit Smith, who co-founded the Radical Abolitionist Party with 

Brown. Albeit patronizing at times in his rendering of the “poor despised Africans” living there, 

John Brown lived there in various stints, including from 1854 until his death, to live in 

intentional equal community with the Black people whose freedom he sought to guarantee. 

During this time, as he had in the decades before, he was integrated in as many forms of social 

life as he could be, including visiting and hosting Black people in private domestic spheres, as 

well as joining them in day-to-day communal activities like churchgoing, commerce, and 

farming.  

In another, less well-known account back in Ohio, Turner similarly leveraged his social 

status to both dignify his fellow Black community members and draw his line in the sand with 

his fellow whites. When he and his family sat in his family’s rented pew at a church event, he 

noticed that Black people from the community who he knew were seated “at the very back of the 

church near the door,” and again at the next service. “Indignant, he stood up and announced to 

the church that an inequity had been committed in the seating of the ‘colored portion of the 

audience,’” to the shock of the congregation and the anger of the minister. “Brown then invited 

the blacks to switch seats—they taking the Brown family pew, and the Browns taking their seats 

in the back by the door,” for which local ministers “scold[ed]” Brown privately at his home (ibid, 

107). But Brown did not budge, and the seating arrangement remained the same through the 

remainder of the revival events.  



Finally, the creative (non-forceful) components of Brown’s political will in service of his 

dedication to the destruction of slavery are exemplified in his willingness to mobilize 

organizations that themselves could further engage in organizing, agitation, and radical risk-

taking towards the end of slavery. I have already traced one such organization in the Radical 

Abolitionist Party. Another, final, organization was the Chatham Convention, a loosely 

organized group of abolitionist forces in Canada, as Chatham was a major terminus of the 

Underground Railroad. Significantly, when Brown actually made it to Chatham in 1859, he was 

already deep into planning his raid on Harper’s Ferry, and he gained much support from both 

Canadian and United States abolitionists (ibid, 250-251).  

While John Brown’s creative or non-force-centered radical risk-taking were varied and, 

importantly, the vast majority of his abolitionist efforts over the span of his entire life, he was not 

only limited to such actions. He also engaged in what I called above destructive actions, by 

which I mean actions that employed force and violence. Revolutionary Love, as I have traced it 

throughout this paper, is not fooled by romantic or charming notions of love, but, instead, is 

committed to struggling, sacrificing, and risking even life and limb in honor of agape as the 

highest degree of love. As Da’Shaun L. Harrison notes, it is perhaps even through Revolutionary 

Love – through love and sacrificial labor, which “justifies and pulls us closer to bypassing or 

undermining the rules of the state, of power, of capitalist violence” – that a determination 

emerges on “what these rogues acts [that disrupt or destroy anti-Blackness] can look like” 

(James, IPORL, 8). Though he did not use these explicit words, I believe John Brown very much 

operated in a similarly intelligible space with his political-theological commitments to Black 

humanity and the accompanying destruction of slavery. Moreover, as I have argued in the second 

analytical category of Revolutionary Love, Brown clearly became increasingly willing, to the 



point of his own death, to mobilize himself and others to radical risk-taking to actualize dignified 

social and political life for Black people in the United States and destroy slavery.  

• • • 

Revolutionary Love provides rich analytical depth and contextualization of John Brown’s 

dedication to the destruction of anti-Blackness and slavery, as well as his consistent, ever-

growing political will and commitment to radical risk-taking towards that destruction. As James, 

Abu-Jamal, and Harrison remind, Revolutionary Love’s expression, in underscoring “umph-

degree”, agapeic risk-taking towards not just basic needs but also the destruction of systems of 

anti-Blackness, presents the potentiality of asymptoting towards the most violent means to enact 

that destruction. As I have suggested above in the life, religious commitments, and political 

vision of John Brown and his most trusted associates, he clearly takes that asymptotic turn. He 

does so with complicated results, on the one hand maintaining the purity of his goals towards 

destroying slavery and its agents, particularly within his understanding of himself as a chosen 

warrior within this war against Black life. Simultaneously, however, the consequences of some 

of his actions bring forth unresolved ethical consequences and, at least in the near-term, do not 

bring forth his stated goals.  

John Brown’s first major turn towards violent radical risk-taking came in the form of his 

following the call of his sons to join in guerilla war and settlement vigilantism in the Kansas 

Territory. But as I have shown above, he had already expressed a willingness to violently resist 

slavery before his words were ever actually consummated. This is perhaps most expressed 

through his involvement in the Radical Abolitionist Party and, a few years prior, Brown’s 

interest in founding a self-defense organization in Springfield, Massachusetts, where he lived in 

the 1840s, was deeply involved in abolitionist activism, and attended a local Black church. While 



Brown was living in the multiracial North Elba community in 1850, when he heard the news of 

passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, he returned to Springfield with the explicit intention of 

organizing against it with force.  

Ever focused on the potential “Providential script” of the divine, Brown suggested that 

“the fugitive slave law was to be the means of making more abolitionists than all the lectures we 

have had for years…as if God had his hand in this wickedness also,” (DeCaro, 187-188). And it 

would be Brown who would follow those signs accordingly, as someone who knew him in North 

Elba reported, for John Brown “believed that in all ages of the world God created certain men to 

perform special work in some direction far in advance of the rest of their countrymen…[and] 

among his earthly missions was to free the American slaves…and it must be peformed” (ibid, 

189, emphasis DeCaro’s). Accordingly, John Brown sought, with mixed success, to organize the 

“United States League of Gileadites,” a group of Black community members, and any 

sympathetic whites like Brown, who would perform armed patrols and, if necessary, self-

defensive attack against any fugitive-hunters and marshals in Springfield.  

John Brown’s involvement in violent resistance to slavery was actualized, however, in 

1855, when the founders of the Radical Abolitionist Party read aloud letters from some of his 

sons who had moved to the Kansas Territory to struggle against the “hundreds and thousands of 

the meanest and most desperate of men, armed to the teeth with Revolvers, Bowie Knives, Rifles 

& Cannon” and employed by slaveholders to ensure Kansas’ future as a slave state (Stauffer, 8). 

John Brown heeded his sons’ calling and joined them in 1855, where he spent nearly two years 

engaged in guerilla warfare, raids, and jostling between retreating from, liberating, and defending 

communities like Lawrence, Kansas against occupation by organized, militant pro-slavery 

forces, many of whom were actually in kahoots with sympathetic Kansas officials. The entirety 



of this time was full of confrontation of territorial guerilla war, including the killing of one of 

Brown’s sons, but it was also marked for a time by a kind of gentlemanly code of war that did 

not harm the non-combatant families (women and children) of settler-fighters and seemed to 

recognize certain zones as battlefields versus non-combatant spaces (DeCaro, 233). As the 

fighting continued, however, John Brown sought to break this false sense of decorum and reveal 

the underlying evil of the pro-slavery cause, which ushered in the peak of Brown’s violence here 

in what came to be known as the Pottawatomie Massacre. Acting out of a concern for his 

family’s safety amidst the incursions of pro-slavery guerillas, amplified, perhaps, by the recent 

death of his father back east, as well as towards the broader cause that brought him to Kansas – 

“to fight pro-slavery men, not to settle” – John Brown led and directed a company of his four 

sons, one son-in-law, and two others to ambush, awaken, and kill 5 pro-slavery men. They did so 

with swords.  

While John Brown shot one bullet into one of the dead men’s corpses, perhaps as a way 

to gather the company’s attention following the raid, he otherwise did not, himself, participate in 

the violent acts, though, upon his return when he was confronted by a younger son, Brown said: 

“I did not do it, but I approved of it.” When his son expressed deep disgust at the “wicked act,” 

Brown further expressed: “God is my judge. It was absolutely necessary as a measure of self-

defense, and for the defense of others. The people of Kansas will yet justify my course” (ibid, 

235). Other free-state men engaged in the struggle against pro-slavery forces with a desire to 

“compromise and fear [of] retaliation,” but Brown’s “distinct abolitionist view and a theology 

untouched by pacifism inclined him to respond militantly” (ibid, 234). Brown’s infamy, as 

evidenced by what would become known as the Pottawatomie Massacre, would grow 



exponentially after this event, garnering admirers, sympathizers, followers, detractors, and 

enemies across the North and South.  

Following his time in Kansas in 1858, Brown became even more intensely focused on the 

fight against slavery and experienced a transformation of further fervor after “[y]ears, tears [after 

the loss of so many family members], and self-discovery guided by a sincere religious faith” and 

a blend of devout “contemplation with struggle” to bring forth the freedom of enslaved people 

and destroy slavery (ibid, 253). Perhaps, again, expressing one of the most radical edges of 

Revolutionary Love and agapeic, political will, Brown swore “never [to] sheathe [the sword he 

drew in Kansas] until the war is over,” but to “offer [his] blood” against slavery, even as Iowa 

Quakers and spiritualists who knew him during this time recalled him as “a man of integrity, 

kindliness, sincerity, and spirituality,” who, as he said, regarded “human life as precious” (ibid, 

252-253). Since no Civil War had broken out yet, John Brown’s use of the war metaphor further 

emphasizes the material and millennialist ethical worldview in which he viewed himself, and any 

others actively resisting or implicating in enslavement. To paraphrase Da’Shaun L. Harrison’s 

perspective on Revolutionary Love, John Brown was under no romantic illusions about the 

necessity to destroy anti-Blackness as a source of suffering and evil in the United States, and to 

protect the sanctified expressions of liberty as expressed in two of his guiding forces, the Golden 

Rule and the Declaration of Independence, even if it meant risking his own life or to have “a 

whole generation…pass away by violent death” (ibid, 37). 

When “Providence seemed to open a door of opportunity” for him to again strike at 

slavery, in a chance encounter with an enslaved person who was about to be separated from his 

family, John Brown took it. He arranged two groups of his men, raided multiple enslaving 

properties, and “forcefully removed a total of eleven slaves, including a pregnant woman,” 



lamenting the death of one of the slaveholders who attempted to pull a weapon on the liberating 

party, but simultaneously sacking the slaveholders’ homes in furtherance of his understanding of 

a state of war. Over 1100 miles and many weeks later, after hideouts in Kansas, a winter’s walk 

through Iowa evading slavecatchers and bounties, and a final railroad trip to Chicago, John 

Brown led them all the way to safety, staying in the United States in Detroit as a ferry took them 

to Canada.  

Finally, and most famously, John Brown’s life and abolitionist efforts came to a 

thunderous halt at Harper’s Ferry. After months of fundraising and planning, and a mixed bag of 

support, including hesitation in the odds of the plan’s success expressed by Frederick Douglass, 

Turner gathered his men, including his sons, and prepared to attack. On the night of October 16, 

1859, they attacked, and in the first twelve hours, they were relatively successful in shutting 

down railroad and carriage access bridges to Harper’s Ferry, which is bounded on north and 

south by two rivers until they meet on the east side. Similar to the aforementioned plantation raid 

in Missouri, Brown and his men took enslavers as hostages and freed the people they owned as 

property, as they hoped to start a domino effect of slave uprisings and runaways to join their 

cause and enact a war to end slavery. They further held up anyone who offered any resistance, 

even killing one free Black train official, Heyward Shepherd, who stopped and disembarked 

from a train to investigate the railroad closure. Moreover, as they took more hostages and the 

word went around Harper’s Ferry about their hostages and occupation of federal armory 

buildings, it would be local townspeople, not (yet) the U.S. military, who would respond as if 

under attack. And it was local, unsuspecting townspeople, then, who got into shootouts with John 

Brown and his men over the first 24 hours of his raid, which led to the death of both locals and 

some of Brown’s men, as well as the fleeing of others. Unlike Brown’s time as a guerilla fighter 



in skirmishes in Kansas, where an operational war ethic at work around women and children 

suggested a mutual understanding of a warzone comprised of consenting combatants, “Brown’s 

victims [in Harper’s Ferry] had done nothing directly to provoke or challenge Brown and his 

men,” and there was no such war zone or ethic assumed by the townspeople as Brown sought to 

use violence to enact his “vision of social equality” (Satuffer, 22).  

At the end of John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry, after Brown and his men barricaded 

themselves with hostages, whose safety John Brown personally attended to, the building where 

Brown and his men were holed up was breached by US Marine soldiers led by Lieutenant J.E.B. 

Stuart under the command of Colonel Robert E. Lee, as if foreshadowing the coming Civil War 

over slavery and the Confederate cause led militarily by Lee and Stuart. Six of Brown’s men, 

including his son Owen, had fled the scene, while five of those resisting Brown’s insurrection 

had been killed by Brown’s men, including the Mayor, local townsfolk, and Heyward Shephard. 

The rest of Brown’s men were dead. 

When John Brown was captured, “wounded and bloodstained on the floor,” the governor 

of Virginia asked him: “Who are you?” to which Brown responded 

My name is John Brown; I have been well known as old John Brown of Kansas. 
Two of my sons were killed here to-day, and I’m dying too. I came here to liberate 
slaves, and was to receive no reward. I have acted from a sense of duty, and am 
content to await my fate; but I think the crowd have treated me badly. I am an old 
man. Yesterday I could have killed whom I chose; but I had no desire to kill any 
person, and would not have killed a man had they not tried to kill me and my men. 
I could have sacked and burned the town, but did not; I have treated the persons 
whom I took as hostages kindly, and I appeal to them for the truth of what I say. If 
I had succeeded in running off slaves this time, I could have raised twenty times as 
many men as I have now, for a similar expedition. But I have failed” (Du Bois, 
John Brown, 170).  

 
This quote is striking for what all it encapsulates. On the one hand, Brown is characteristically 

matter-of-fact, if sparse on detail, about his aims to liberate slaves, which emblematizes his 



Revolutionary Love to its most radical degree in the form of armed insurrection with the aim of 

expanding to even more armed insurrection towards a collective, guerilla war effort to destroy 

slavery. Similarly, he references the sense of “duty” in his actions, no doubt an expression of 

both his agapeic commitments to his fellow man and what he believed to be his divine calling to 

enforce the higher law of God. He is not, as he clearly indicates, bloodthirsty or even excessive 

in who or what he is trying to destroy, as he expresses his regard for those hostages who he 

deemed innocent or, at least, dignified pawns in the raid; and yet he assumes a kind of blanket 

guilt or implication across all of those who resisted him, namely, the inhabitants of Harper’s 

Ferry, who were not the U.S. government or even all enslavers themselves, with an assumption 

that his radical means and ends would be shared by them. Finally, and perhaps relatedly, for all 

of his conceptualization, action, and rhetoric about his commitment to destroying the evils of 

slavery, these words upon his capture imply a kind of expected decorum that he did not feel he 

received. While his Revolutionary Love remains operative and expressed here in his dedication, 

his political will, and his partial fidelity to the cause in his treatment of hostages, it 

simultaneously breaks down as it does not account for the possession of hostages as leverage in 

the first place, as well as the acute struggle of self-defense it brought forth with a purity test for 

adherence to his particularly radical project, which many of his own confidantes, such as 

Frederick Douglass, did not agree to.  

 In the final analysis of John Brown’s life, punctuated by bolded exclamation points in his 

final years of violently resistant infamy, his raid on Harper’s Ferry, and his subsequent trial and 

execution by hanging, which garnered significant publicity and reactions across the country, the 

residue of Revolutionary Love is everywhere: clearly, agape-fueled, ever-more-radical risk 

taking and sacrificial labor to destroy slavery and move towards collective dignity are shot 



through his focus on the Golden Rule and his insistence on enacting the ideals of the Declaration 

of Independence through the guarantees and demands of a perfected U.S. Constitution; through 

his daily communion with Black people as equals, and his concern for their lives and freedom; 

his decades of supporting, manning, and transporting people along Underground Railroad stops; 

his organization across geographies and spheres to pool efforts to strategize and employ moral 

suasion for the abolitionist cause; his willingness to sideline economic and social securities; and 

his devout faith in the dignity of all people created in God’s image. If we are to imagine that his 

radical turn towards violent acts in Kansas, Missouri, and Harper’s Ferry are like recipes, there, 

too, are many of the same ingredients of Revolutionary Love, but it is not clear that the final 

product, transformed as it is through violence, maintains the integrity of all of those ingredients. 

Instead, other questions and threads of analysis emerge across the various vantage points of 

understanding these violent acts, and particularly this final one.   

 Zooming in on Brown and the rest of his confidantes, the results are varied. Brown in 

court and in multiple letters maintained a sense of equanimity, dignified righteousness, and 

chosenness as “an instrument of God,” even as he contributed to efforts to “manufacture 

martyrdom” (Finkelman, 59). Perhaps in an attempt to rebuke as hypocritical the legal system 

trying him, he wrote to one friend that he did 

not feel conscious in guilt in taking up arms; and had it been in behalf of the rich 
and powerful, the intelligent, the great – as men count greatness, -- or those who 
form enactments to suit themselves and corrupt others, or some of their friends, that 
I interfered, suffered, sacrificed, and fell, it would have been doing very well. But 
enough of this. (DeCaro, John Brown Speaks, 8)  
 

Similarly, in his final letter to his wife, sons, and daughters on November 30, 1859, just two days 

before his execution, he simultaneously consoled them and encouraged them to remain steadfast 

in their resistance to slavery, writing that he was 



Waiting the hour of my public murder with great composure of mind; & 
cheerfulness: feeling the strongest assurance that in no other possible way could I 
be used to so much advance the cause of God; & of humanity:& that nothing that 
either I or all my family have sacrificed or suffered; will be lost […] I have now no 
doubt but that our seeming disaster will ultimately result in the most glorious 
success. So my dear shattered; & broken family; be of good cheer; & believe & 
trust in God […] John Rogers wrote to his children, “Abhor that arrant whore of 
Rome.” John Brown writes to his children to abhor with undying hatred, also: that 
“sum of all villainies”; Slavery.” (ibid, 80).  

 
Nor did his fiery righteousness cease, as he demanded no “weak or hypocritical prayers 

made over me when I am publicly murdered” in one of his final letters. Even with his 

dignity intact, and his impending martyrdom resounding through the nation, great and 

terrible consequences came upon his confidantes. Many of his sons and colleagues lay 

dead or similarly awaiting the gallows. The Radical Abolitionists – Douglass, Gerrit 

Smith, and McCune Smith, along with Brown – “embraced violent and revolutionary 

methods” as the “bridge connecting their perfectionist vision of America with the[ir] 

present, sinful reality,” which ultimately destroyed them and their extraordinary  

interracial group and vision (Stauffer, 18). Following Brown’s raid, Douglass fled the 

United States “to avoid arrest and almost certain death;” McCune Smith began the long 

decline into a weak heart from which he would die; and, most shockingly, Gerrit Smith, 

who had provided resources to Brown’s abolitionist efforts and the North Elba 

community, “temporarily lost all perspective on present reality, and permanently forfeited 

his close friendships with blacks, his appreciation of their culture, and his self-conception 

as a passionate outsider. Despite his remarkable success at remaking himself, he could 

not overcome the deep recesses of his racism” (ibid, 44).  

 In perhaps the most significant sense, though, as Brown himself seemed to 

realize, his life was rendered sacrificial to the expediting cause of a civil war in the 



United States. In his final written words, which he gave to a prison guard on the way to 

the gallows, John Brown wrote, “I, John Brown, am quite certain that the crimes of this 

guilty land will never be purged away but with blood. I had, as I now think vainly, 

flattered myself that without very much bloodshed it might be done.” (Du Bois, John 

Brown, 186). As Du Bois further writes in his biography of the man, for the entirety of 

the time of his capture and trial until his death, “it was the South and slavery that was on 

trial – not John Brown. Indeed, the dilemma into which John Brown’s raid threw the state 

of Virginia was perfect,” and it “could not be logically seized” (ibid, 179). Thus, 

Frederick Douglass captured the “truth about the matter” twenty-two years later at 

Harper’s Ferry: “If John Brown did not end the war that ended slavery, he did, at least, 

begin the war that ended slavery,” by arousing the Black sentiments for freedom, 

particularly in Virginia; exacerbating Southern fears of abolitionism and its radical 

expressions; and shaking awake and electrifying the conscience of the nation. As Du Bois 

further writes: “That John Brown was legally a lawbreaker and a murderer all men knew. 

But wider and wider circles were beginning dimly and more clearly to recognize that his 

lawlessness was in obedience to the highest call of self-sacrifice for the welfare of his 

fellow man” (ibid, 179-181). To that effect, not only were Black abolitionists 

increasingly “comfortable with Brown’s violent legacy,” but so were abolitionists like 

Wendell Phillips and even William Lloyd Garrison, the latter of whom had insistently 

remained away from Brown’s violent rhetoric and actions against slavery (Finkelman, 

60). While Brown publicly rebuked efforts in court to paint him as insane or a fanatic, 

often through caustic rhetorical jousting matches with questioners, Frederick Douglass, 

too, sought to publicly vouch for the sanity of Brown’s intense methods and rhetoric, 



which further helped to dually transform him into a martyr and make increasingly 

palatable his sober rhetoric and violent actions against slavery. Through Providential 

deliverance or not, then, perhaps it is true that “[i]f we look over the dates, places, and 

men for which this honor is claimed, we shall find that not Carolina, but Virginia, not 

Fort Sumter, but Harper’s Ferry, not Major Anderson, but John Brown began the war that 

ended American slavery, and made this a free republic” (Du Bois, John Brown, 179-180). 

 

Conclusion  

 The lives and final, violent, insurrectionary acts of both Nat Turner and John Brown 

represent the culmination of their agapeic Revolutionary Love-infused political will to fight for 

the humanity and freedom of enslaved Black people. Through Turner’s rejection of slavery’s 

core dehumanization of Black people, his religiously-informed political will to fight for his own 

freedom inseparably from the freedom of his fellow enslaved, and his prophetic voice 

envisioning and attempting to actualize the end of slavery, I argue that his example sits squarely 

within the legacy of Revolutionary Love. Similarly, John Brown’s dedication not only to the 

struggle to end slavery and free Black people, but also his shared sense of destiny and 

community with them, as well as his willingness to strategically take up arms against the system 

of slavery and any who violently threatened his willingness to do so similarly emblematize a life 

lived with risks taken fueled by Revolutionary Love.  

Revolutionary Love, as I have traced it, offers a generative framework for breaking down 

and nuancing the theological and political workings of Turner and Brown’s lives. Furthermore, I 

believe it helps to more significantly render intelligible their social and moral contexts and 

constraints, and to understand how their agapeic dedication and radical risk-taking led to 



violence ending in the killing of many people. My core attempt in this project has been to unpack 

that trajectory of their willingness to destroy the evil of slavery while also measuring the 

consequences of those violent actions against a typified Revolutionary Love. As I have argued in 

previous two chapters, while Revolutionary Love traces the contexts and meaning of some forms 

of violent sacrifice and insurrection, such as that of Turner, Brown, or Jonathan Jackson, I do not 

believe that Revolutionary Love sufficiently justifies the violence itself, as well as its 

consequences. In the final analysis, the violence itself, and the consequences of that violence, 

seem to be a threshold beyond the analytical and ethical grasp and utility of Revolutionary Love. 

In analyzing the lives of Nat Turner and John Brown through the framework of 

Revolutionary Love, I have sought to understand them in their own contexts and words, and to 

more robustly understand both their options for nonviolent and violent actions, and the choices 

that they eventually made. I hope that this project has seriously and truthfully measured those 

analyses and choices made by these two men, as in their final light I believe they give significant 

insight into the legacy of both oppressive violence and liberatory struggle in this country, 

whether violent or nonviolent. Indeed, both men were likely greatly influenced and informed by 

the ideals of the violent Revolutionary War commenced just 24 years before their shared birth 

year. In my view, both critiqued, in Revolutionary Love-inflected word and deed, the state of the 

actualization of those revolutionary ideals and violent revolutionary actions, and left an indelible 

mark on the country by insisting on the inalienable dignity and humanity of Black people and the 

destruction of anti-Blackness as a necessary existential hurdle.  

Understanding both of the men as Revolutionary Lovers, to use Joy James’ moniker for 

Jonathan Jackson, is also to attempt to center the agapeic, liberatory aims of their lives and the 

risks that they took to enact those communal freedom dreams. A great many in their time and 



after have referred to Turner and Brown as fanatics, extremists, and lunatics. While I do not put 

much stock in those analyses – or I do not take seriously those analyses that do not also take 

seriously the Revolutionary Love or liberatory force by another name that I believe defined their 

aims – some, such as and Bertram Wyatt-Brown’s exploration of Brown as living with a 

potential neurological disorder, do skillfully raise significant complicating questions about the 

life and legacies of both.5 

Finally, rendering Brown and Turner as Revolutionary Lovers brings more expansive 

understanding to their legacies and the thorny ethical and political questions they leave behind 

for future generations aspiring for justice. Importantly, this analysis of Turner and Brown does 

not seek to or succeed in extrapolating their contexts, choices, and unique historical positions to 

the modern day. The past, though instructive, is not necessarily prescriptive. This is and must be 

necessarily true amongst the struggles for life and limb and when questions of violence and 

nonviolence are on the table. Even so, the spirit of Du Bois’s inquiries into John Brown, and, for 

the sake of this paper, into Turner, loom large: “Was John Brown simply an episode, or was he 

an eternal truth?” (ibid, 190). Whatever the answer may be, it can only be found through 

sustained excavation and attention to their legacies today, the legacy of Revolutionary Love 

today.   

 
5 See “’A Volcano Beneath a Mountain of Snow’: John Brown and the Problem of Interpretation,” (1995) in His Soul 
Goes Marching On. 
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