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Robert Gould Shaw’s Courageous Decision 
 

• Compelling Question 
o How does Robert Gould Shaw’s placing of duty above his own personal desires help us understand 

courage?  
• Virtue: Courage 
• Definition – Courage is the capacity to overcome fear in order to do good. 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will explore Colonel Robert Gould Shaw’s decision to take charge of the 54th 
Massachusetts Infantry regiment. Students will learn why it took courage for him to make the 
decision, its significance to the nation and the overall war effort, as well as how they can make 
similar courageous decisions in their own lives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze Robert Gould Shaw’s decision to take command of the 54th Massachusetts 
o Students will understand how they can make courageous decisions  
o Students will apply their knowledge of courage to their own lives. 

• Background 
o Frederick Douglass wrote, "Once let the black man get upon his person the brass letter, U.S., let him 

get an eagle on his button, and a musket on his shoulder and bullets in his pocket, there is no power 
on earth that can deny that he has earned the right to citizenship." Blacks had served in the U.S. 
military during the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, even though a 1792 federal law had 
forbidden them from bearing arms for the United States. Whether blacks should be allowed to join 
the U.S. army during the Civil War was a controversial question; President Lincoln feared that 
allowing them to do so would push the loyal slave states to secede.  
 
Slavery had existed amongst societies of men from ancient times. Chattel slavery as it existed in the 
United States in the mid-nineteenth century was of a particularly ugly form in the sense that it was 
forced upon a particular race of people. The singling out of a race, in this case the African race in 
society had, and still has, far reaching consequences. Those consequences are as evident today as 
they were in the lead up to and during the Civil War, which raged across the United States from 
1861 until April of 1865.  
 
African-Americans were seen as a different segment of society, something apart from traditional 
white society. However, by 1862, the U.S. government was responsible for an increasing number of 
former slaves freed as a result of Union victories, as well as a declining number of white volunteers 
enlisting in the army. These factors led Congress in July of 1862 to enact the Second Confiscation 
and Militia Act freeing slaves who had masters in the Confederate Army.  A few days later, Lincoln 
released a preliminary draft of the Emancipation Proclamation, which promised freedom to former 
slaves who served in the U.S. army. 
 
The primary focus of the Emancipation Proclamation was the abolition of slavery in the states 
currently in rebellion against the United States. Specifically, the document stated that slaves would 
be, “…thenceforth and forever free.” It was a war measure, given as military order in a nominal 
effort to deprive the South of an economic commodity that was assisting their war effort. An 
additional provision in the Proclamation also opened the door for African Americans to serve in the 
United States military.  
 
Military service was something abolitionists in the North had been pushing for from the beginning 
of the conflict. Just how these new “colored” units would be organized and how they would perform 
under the duress of combat was unknown. In March of 1863, John A. Andrew, the Governor of 
Massachusetts, commissioned the first of these new regiments. It would be designated the 54th 
Massachusetts Infantry Regiment. It would be primarily made up of African-Americans, however, 
per the order of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, white officers would command it. The next thing 
to decide was the commander of this new unit. The man called upon for this task was Robert Gould 
Shaw. 
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• Vocabulary 
o Chattel Slavery 
o Emancipation Proclamation 
o Abolition 
o Commodity 
o Succession 
o Naïve  
o Rudimentary 
o Monotony 
o Mustered  
o Minié ball  
o Battle of Antietam 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

• Observation Questions 
o Who was Robert Gould Shaw? Why was it significant that he took over the command of the 54th 

Massachusetts?  
o What does Robert Gould Shaw’s decision to take command of the 54th say about his purpose?  
o What did Robert Gould Shaw’s decision say about his identity? 

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Shaw, Robert Gould, and Russell Duncan. Blue-eyed Child of Fortune the Civil War Letters of Colonel 
Robert Gould Shaw. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1992. 

o Glory. TriStar Pictures, 1989. Film. 
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Handout A: Robert Gould Shaw’s Courageous Decision 
 
Background 
 
Frederick Douglass wrote, "Once let the black man get upon his person the brass letter, U.S., let him get an eagle on 
his button, and a musket on his shoulder and bullets in his pocket, there is no power on earth that can deny that he 
has earned the right to citizenship." Blacks had served in the U.S. military during the Revolutionary War and the 
War of 1812, even though a 1792 federal law had forbidden them from bearing arms for the United States. 
Whether blacks should be allowed to join the U.S. army during the Civil War was a controversial question; 
President Lincoln feared that allowing them to do so would push the loyal slave states to secede.  
 
Slavery had existed amongst societies of men from ancient times. Chattel slavery as it existed in the United States 
in the mid-nineteenth century was of a particularly ugly form in the sense that it was forced upon a particular race 
of people. The singling out of a race, in this case the African race in society had, and still has, far reaching 
consequences. Those consequences are as evident today as they were in the lead up to and during the Civil War, 
which raged across the United States from 1861 until April of 1865.  
 
African-Americans were seen as a different segment of society, something apart from traditional white society. 
However, by 1862, the U.S. government was responsible for an increasing number of former slaves freed as a result 
of Union victories, as well as a declining number of white volunteers enlisting in the army. These factors led 
Congress in July of 1862 to enact the Second Confiscation and Militia Act freeing slaves who had masters in the 
Confederate Army.  A few days later, Lincoln released a preliminary draft of the Emancipation Proclamation, which 
promised freedom to former slaves who served in the U.S. army. 
 
The primary focus of the Emancipation Proclamation was the abolition of slavery in the states currently in 
rebellion against the United States. Specifically, the document stated that slaves would be, “…thenceforth and 
forever free.” It was a war measure, given as military order in a nominal effort to deprive the South of an economic 
commodity that was assisting their war effort. An additional provision in the Proclamation also opened the door 
for African Americans to serve in the United States military.  
 
Military service was something abolitionists in the North had been pushing for from the beginning of the conflict. 
Just how these new “colored” units would be organized and how they would perform under the duress of combat 
was unknown. In March of 1863, John A. Andrew, the Governor of Massachusetts, commissioned the first of these 
new regiments. It would be designated the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment. It would be primarily made up of 
African-Americans, however, per the order of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, white officers would command it. 
The next thing to decide was the commander of this new unit. The man called upon for this task was Robert Gould 
Shaw.  
 
Narrative 
 
Robert Gould Shaw was born in Boston in October 1837. He was the only son of a wealthy mercantile family, who 
harbored ardent abolitionist views. Robert did not share their views, at least not quite as ardently.  Shaw was a 
rebellious youth who often tested the patience of his parents and teachers. He found the worlds of college and 
business to be frustrating and boring and longed for more. As the crisis deepened in the nation, Shaw volunteered 
his service part time with the 7th New York militia, an exclusive regiment made up of many boys from high society 
in New York City. After the election of Abraham Lincoln and the secession of the southern states, Shaw, and the rest 
of the men in the 7th were enlisted into the regular army for a period of thirty days.  
 
At this early stage of the war, the country was young and naive. They had no idea what kind of suffering waited for 
them just over the horizon.  As a part of the 7th New York, he was rushed to help with the defense of Washington 
D.C. in April 1861.  
 
Life in the army was not easy or glamorous. The troops slept outside no matter the weather. Rain, wind, mud, 
freezing cold, and stifling heat were their companions. Disease ran rampant through camps and doctors only had 
rudimentary methods with which to comfort the soldiers under their care. Bouts of extreme boredom were only 
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broken by the monotony of training drills. Day after day the men would be mustered out of their camps at dawn for 
roll call, they would march to and fro for hours on end in tedious preparation for contact with the enemy. When 
that contact would occur the slaughter was horrific. The soft lead .54 caliber minié balls used by the armies would 
shatter bones causing serious injuries in what would otherwise be minor wounds. Surviving wounds received in 
battle was a gamble at best. This was Robert Gould Shaw’s reality from 1861 onward.  
 
Once this thirty-day enlistment came to an end, Shaw reenlisted as a lieutenant in the 2nd Massachusetts Infantry. 
Here the young, rebellious, blue-eyed young man thrived. He served with this regiment for the first bloody two 
years of the war. He saw combat in several major engagements, including the battles of Winchester and Cedar 
Mountain. In September 1862, Shaw found himself with his regiment at the incredible slaughter at the battle of 
Antietam.  
 
It was after this narrow Union victory that Lincoln made his Emancipation Proclamation and, with it, the provision 
allowing African-Americans to serve in the Union Army. In early 1863, Shaw was approached by his father in camp 
and asked if he would take charge of a new colored regiment being formed, the 54th Massachusetts Infantry 
Regiment.   
 
This decision was a difficult one for Shaw. After two years in the army he only had one year left to serve on his 
original enlistment. He had seen more than his fair share of carnage during the war. He also had developed a love 
interest, Miss Annie Haggerty, from whom he was separated because of the war. On top of these considerations 
was the fact that he would be taking command of a new, untried, and controversial unit that would be under the 
microscope of public scrutiny. In addition, the Confederate government made a declaration on December 23rd, 
1862, which stated, “Every white person being in a commissioned officer or acting as such, who during the present 
war shall command Negroes or mulattoes in arms against the Confederate States, or who shall voluntarily aid 
Negroes or mulattoes in any military enterprise, attack or conflict in such service, shall be deemed as inciting 
servile insurrection, and shall if captured be put to death or be otherwise punished at the discretion of the court.” 
 
Shaw struggled with this decision. He wondered if he could stand being in the army for another three years away 
from his love and his family. He wondered if the colored soldiers would prove to be any good. He also thought of 
duty, his country, and the cause for which he had engaged. In the end, the latter considerations won out. Robert 
Gould Shaw would become the colonel of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry regiment. 
 
Robert Gould Shaw’s decision to command the 54th Massachusetts would prove to be a fateful one. Robert had to 
fight hard every step of the way to ensure equal treatment for his troops. Through his efforts, he secured good 
uniforms and equal pay for his soldiers.   
 
Robert went South with his regiment as ordered hoping to test them in the crucible of battle. On July 18, 1863, 
while leading his men in a gallant charge against Fort Wagner outside of Charleston, South Carolina, Robert Gould 
Shaw was killed. Thirty members of the 54th were killed, twenty-four later died of their wounds, sixty-seven were 
missing, and a further 149 were wounded. However, the bravery they displayed proved that black soldiers were 
the equal of their white comrades. In what they thought would be a final act of disgrace, the Confederate soldiers 
dumped Robert’s body in a mass grave along with many of his soldiers. After the Fort fell in September 1863, the 
Shaw family was contacted to see if they would like to retrieve the body of their son. They declined the offer 
knowing that Robert would rather spend eternity with his men. 
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Handout B: Letter 1 from Robert Gould Shaw to Miss Annie Haggerty: 
 
Stafford Court-House, Va. 
February 4th, 1863 
My Dear Annie 
 
Your two letters, of the 25th and 29th of January, have reached me at last, and I was glad enough to get them. By this 
time you are on your way to New York, where you will find my last letter. I sent it to Father, thinking that you were 
going to Susie’s. 
 
 I did not read General Hitchcock’s testimony in McDowell’s case. Holt’s summing up of the testimony for 
and against Porter, seemed to me very poor, for a man of his ability; and if I could persuade myself that the court 
(composed as it was, of officers of honorable standing) could be dishonest, I should think there had been foul play. 
Several officers have been dismissed for uttering like sentiments; so I think I had better keep my opinion to myself. 
I was much surprised to hear, the other day, from a regular officer in Porter’s Corps, that, though they considered 
the latter a fine officer, he was not personally liked. I have hitherto heard just the contrary. 
 
 We are tolerably comfortable here now, as our long huts are going up again, and we have come across a 
sutler who furnishes the officers with means to keep a very good mess. 
 
 Father has just left here. He came down yesterday, and brought me an offer from Governor Andrew of the 
Colonelcy of his new black regiment. The Governor considers it a most important command; and I could not help 
feeling, from the tone of his letter, that he did me a great honour in offering it to me. My Father will tell you some of 
the reasons why I thought I ought not to accept it. If I had taken it, it would only have been from a sense of duty; for 
it would have been anything but an agreeable task. Please tell me, without reserve, what you think about it. For I 
am very anxious to know. I should have decided much sooner than I did, if I had known before. I am afraid Mother 
will think I am shirking my duty; but I had some good practical reasons for it, besides the desire to be at liberty to 
decide what to do when my three years have expired. 
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Handout C: Letter 2 from Robert Gould Shaw to Miss Annie Haggerty: 
 
Safford C.H., Va. 
February 8th, 1863 
Dear Annie, 
 

You know by this time perhaps, that I have changed my mind about the black regiment. After Father left, I 
began to think I had made a mistake in refusing Governor Andrew’s offer. Mother has telegraphed to me that you 
would not disapprove of it, and that makes me feel much more easy about having taken it. Going for another three 
years is not nearly so bad a thing for a colonel as a captain; as former can much more easily get a furlough. Then, 
after I have undertaken this work, I shall feel that what I have to do is to prove that a negro can be made a good 
soldier, and, that being established, it will not be a point of honor with me to see the war through, unless I really 
occupied a position of importance in the army. Hundreds of men might leave the army, you know, without injuring 
the service in the slightest degree. 
 
 Last night I received your letter of last Sunday, February 1st. You must be at Susie’s house now, -- at least I 
judge so from Mother’s telegram. As I may not receive my order to leave here for some days, do promise to stay 
there until I get to New York. You do not k now how I shall feel if I find you are gone. 
 
 It is needless for me to overwhelm you with a quantity of arguments in favor of the negro troops; because 
you are with ‘Mother, the warmest advocate the cause can have. I am inclined to think that the undertaking will not 
meet with so much opposition as was at first supposed. All sensible men in the army, of all parties, after a little 
thought, say that it is the best thing that can be done; and surely those at home, who are not brave or patriotic 
enough to enlist, should not ridicule, or throw obstacles in the way of men who are going to fight for them. There is 
a great prejudice against it; but now that it has become a government matter, that will probably wear away. At any 
rate, I shan’t be frightened out of it by its unpopularity; and I hope you won’t care if it is made fun of. 
 
 Dear Annie, the first thing I thought of, in connection with it, was how you would feel and I trust, now I have 
taken hold of it, I shall find you agree with me and all our family, in thinking I was right. You know how many 
eminent men consider a negro army of the greatest importance to our country at this time. If it turns out to be so, 
how fully repaid the pioneers in  the movement w ill be, for what they may have to go through! And at any rate I 
feel convinced I shall never regret having taken this step, as far as I myself am concerned; for while I was 
undecided I felt ashamed of myself, as if I were cowardly. 
 
 Good bye, dear Annie. I hope that when I arrive at Sue’s door you will not be very far off. 

With a great deal of love, (more every day) your 
Rob 

 
 


