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From the Civil War until World War II, millions of African

Americans were terrorized and traumatized by the lynching of

thousands of black men, women, and children.  

This report documents this history and contends that America’s

legacy of racial terror must be more fully addressed if racial

justice is to be achieved.

Men and boys pose beneath the body of Lige Daniels, a black man, shortly after he was lynched on August 3, 1920, in Center, Texas. 

James Allen, ed., et al., Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America (Santa Fe, NM: Twin Palms Publishers, 2000), 117-118.
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History, despite its wrenching pain,

Cannot be unlived, but if faced

With courage, need not be lived again.

Maya Angelou, On the Pulse of Morning

During the period between the Civil War and World
War II, thousands of African Americans were
lynched in the United States.  Lynchings were violent
and public acts of torture that traumatized black
people throughout the country and were largely tol-
erated by state and federal officials.  These lynchings
were terrorism.  “Terror lynchings” peaked between
1880 and 1940 and claimed the lives of African
American men, women, and children who were
forced to endure the fear, humiliation, and barbarity
of this widespread phenomenon unaided.

Lynching profoundly impacted race relations in this
country and shaped the geographic, political, social,
and economic conditions of African Americans in
ways that are still evident today.  Terror lynchings fu-
eled the mass migration of millions of black people
from the South into urban ghettos in the North and
West throughout the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury.  Lynching created a fearful environment where
racial subordination and segregation was main-
tained with limited resistance for decades.  Most
critically, lynching reinforced a legacy of racial in-
equality that has never been adequately addressed
in America.  The administration of criminal justice in
particular is tangled with the history of lynching in
profound and important ways that continue to con-
taminate the integrity and fairness of the justice sys-
tem.

This report begins a necessary conversation to con-
front the injustice, inequality, anguish, and suffering
that racial terror and violence created.  The history
of terror lynching complicates contemporary issues
of race, punishment, crime, and justice.  Mass incar-
ceration, excessive penal punishment, dispropor-
tionate sentencing of racial minorities, and police
abuse of people of color reveal problems in Ameri-
can society that were framed in the terror era.  The
narrative of racial difference that lynching drama-
tized continues to haunt us.  Avoiding honest con-
versation about this history has undermined our
ability to build a nation where racial justice can be
achieved.

In America, there is a legacy of racial inequality
shaped by the enslavement of millions of black peo-
ple.  The era of slavery was followed by decades of
terrorism and racial subordination most dramatically
evidenced by lynching.  The civil rights movement of
the 1950s and 1960s challenged the legality of many
of the most racist practices and structures that sus-
tained racial subordination but the movement was
not followed by a continued commitment to truth
and reconciliation.  Consequently, this legacy of
racial inequality has persisted, leaving us vulnerable
to a range of problems that continue to reveal racial
disparities and injustice.  EJI believes it is essential
that we begin to discuss our history of racial injustice
more soberly and to understand the implications of
our past in addressing the challenges of the present.

Lynching in America is the second in a series of re-
ports that examines the trajectory of American his-
tory from slavery to mass incarceration.  In 2013, EJI
published Slavery in America, which documents the
slavery era and its continuing legacy, and erected
three public markers in Montgomery, Alabama, to
change the visual landscape of a city and state that
has romanticized the mid-nineteenth century and
ignored the devastation and horror created by
racialized slavery and the slave trade.

Over the past six years, EJI staff have spent thou-
sands of hours researching and documenting terror
lynchings in the twelve most active lynching states
in America:  
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We have more recently supplemented our research
by documenting terror lynchings in other states, and
found these acts of violence were most common in
eight states:  Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Maryland,

Missouri, Ohio, Oklahoma, and West Virginia.  

We distinguish racial terror lynchings—the subject
of this report—from hangings and mob violence that
followed some criminal trial process or that were
committed against non-minorities without the
threat of terror.  Those deaths were a crude form of
punishment that did not have the features of terror

lynchings directed at racial minorities who were
being threatened and menaced in multiple ways.

We also distinguish terror lynchings from racial vio-
lence and hate crimes that were prosecuted as crim-
inal acts.  Although criminal prosecution for hate
crimes was rare during the period we examine, such
prosecutions ameliorated those acts of violence and
racial animus.  The lynchings we document were
acts of terrorism because these murders were car-
ried out with impunity, sometimes in broad daylight,
often “on the courthouse lawn.”i These lynchings
were not “frontier justice,” because they generally
took place in communities where there was a func-
tioning criminal justice system that was deemed too
good for African Americans.  Terror lynchings were
horrific acts of violence whose perpetrators were
never held accountable.  Indeed, some public spec-

tacle lynchings were attended by the entire white
community and conducted as celebratory acts of
racial control and domination.

Key Findings

1
Racial terror lynching was much more
prevalent than previously reported. EJI re-
searchers have documented several hundred

more lynchings than the number identified in the
most comprehensive work done on lynching to date.
The extraordinary work of E.M. Beck and Stewart E.
Tolnay provided an invaluable resource, as did the
research collected at Tuskegee University in

Tuskegee, Alabama.  These sources are widely
viewed as the most comprehensive collection of re-
search data on the subject of lynching in America.
EJI conducted extensive analysis of these data as
well as supplemental research and investigation of
lynchings in each of the subject states.  We reviewed
local newspapers, historical archives, and court
records; conducted interviews with local historians,
survivors, and victims’ descendants; and exhaus-
tively examined contemporaneously published re-
ports in African American newspapers.  EJI has
documented 4084 racial terror lynchings in twelve
Southern states between the end of Reconstruction
in 1877 and 1950, which is at least 800 more lynch-
ings in these states than previously reported.  EJI has
also documented more than 300 racial terror lynch-
ings in other states during this time period.

2
Some states and counties were particu-
larly terrifying places for African Ameri-
cans and had dramatically higher rates of

lynching than other states and counties we re-
viewed. Mississippi, Florida, Arkansas, and
Louisiana had the highest statewide rates of lynch-
ing in the United States.  Mississippi,  Georgia, and
Louisiana had the highest number of lynchings.
Lafayette, Hernando, Taylor, and Baker counties in
Florida; Early County, Georgia; Fulton County, Ken-
tucky; and Lake and Moore counties in Tennessee
had the highest rates of terror lynchings in America.
Phillips County, Arkansas; Lafourche and Tensas
parishes in Louisiana; Leflore and Carroll counties in
Mississippi; and New Hanover County, North Car-
olina, were sites of mass killings of African Ameri-
cans in single-incident violence that mark them as
notorious places in the history of racial terror vio-
lence.  The largest numbers of lynchings were found
in Jefferson County, Alabama; Orange, Columbia,
and Polk counties in Florida; Fulton, Early, and
Brooks counties in Georgia; Fulton County, Ken-
tucky; Caddo, Ouachita, Bossier, Iberia, and Tangipa-
hoa parishes in Louisiana; Hinds County, Mississippi;
Shelby County, Tennessee; and Anderson County,
Texas.

3Racial terror lynching was a tool used to
enforce Jim Crow laws and racial segrega-
tion—a tactic for maintaining racial con-

trol by victimizing the entire African American
community, not merely punishment of an al-
leged perpetrator for a crime. Our research con-
firms that many victims of terror lynchings were
murdered without being accused of any crime; they
were killed for minor social transgressions or for de-
manding basic rights and fair treatment.  

4
Our conversations with survivors of lynch-
ings show that terror lynching played a key
role in the forced migration of millions of

black Americans out of the South. Thousands of
people fled to the North and West out of fear of
being lynched.  Parents and spouses sent away loved
ones who suddenly found themselves at risk of
being lynched for a minor social transgression; they
characterized these frantic, desperate escapes as
surviving near-lynchings.

5
In all of the subject states, we observed
that there is an astonishing absence of any
effort to acknowledge, discuss, or address

lynching. Many of the communities where lynch-
ings took place have gone to great lengths to erect
markers and monuments that memorialize the Civil
War, the Confederacy, and historical events during
which local power was violently reclaimed by white
Southerners.  These communities celebrate and
honor the architects of racial subordination and po-
litical leaders known for their belief in white su-
premacy.  There are very few monuments or
memorials that address the history and legacy of
lynching in particular or the struggle for racial equal-
ity more generally.  Most communities do not ac-
tively or visibly recognize how their race relations
were shaped by terror lynching.

6
We found that most terror lynchings can
best be understood as having the features
of one or more of the following:

(1) lynchings that resulted from a wildly distorted
fear of interracial sex; 

(2) lynchings in response to casual social transgres-
sions; 

(3) lynchings based on allegations of serious violent
crime; 

(4) public spectacle lynchings; 
(5) lynchings that escalated into large-scale violence

targeting the entire African American commu-
nity; and 

(6) lynchings of sharecroppers, ministers, and com-
munity leaders who resisted mistreatment,
which were most common between 1915 and
1940.  

7
The decline of lynching in the studied
states relied heavily on the increased use
of capital punishment imposed by court

order following an often accelerated trial. That
the death penalty’s roots are sunk deep in the legacy
of lynching is evidenced by the fact that public exe-
cutions to mollify the mob continued after the prac-
tice was legally banned.

The Equal Justice Initiative believes that our nation
must fully address our history of racial terror and the
legacy of racial inequality it has created.  This report
explores the power of truth and reconciliation or
transitional justice to address oppressive histories
by urging communities to honestly and soberly rec-
ognize the pain of the past.  As has been powerfully
detailed in Sherrilyn A. Ifill’s extraordinary work on
lynchingi, there is an urgent need to challenge the
absence of recognition in the public space on the
subject of lynching.  Only when we concretize the
experience through discourse, memorials, monu-
ments, and other acts of reconciliation can we over-
come the shadows cast by these grievous events.
We hope you will join our effort to help towns, cities,
and states confront and recover from tragic histories
of racial violence and terrorism and to improve the
health of our communities by creating an environ-
ment where there can truly be equal justice for all.



When eleven Southern states seceded from the
Union to form the Confederate States of America,
sparking the Civil War in 1861, they made no secret
of their ultimate aim:  to preserve the institution of
slavery.  As Confederate Vice President Alexander H.
Stephens explained, the ideological “cornerstone”
of the new nation they sought to form was that “the
negro is not equal to the white man” and “slavery
subordination to the superior race is his natural and
moral condition.”1

Slavery had been an increasingly divisive political
issue for generations, and though United States
President Abraham Lincoln personally opposed slav-
ery, he had rejected abolitionists’ calls for immediate
emancipation.  Instead, Lincoln favored a gradual
process of compensated emancipation and volun-

tary colonization, which would encourage freed
black people to emigrate to Africa.2 Once the nation
was in the throes of civil war, Lincoln feared any fed-
eral move toward emancipation would alienate bor-
der states that permitted slavery but had not
seceded.  Lincoln’s cabinet and other federal officials
largely agreed, and shortly after the war’s start, the
House of Representatives passed a resolution em-
phasizing that the purpose of the war was to pre-
serve the Union, not to eliminate slavery.3

As the Civil War dragged on, however, increasing
numbers of enslaved African Americans fled slavery
to relocate behind Union lines, and the cause of
emancipation became more militarily and politically
expedient.  On January 1, 1863, President Lincoln is-
sued the Emancipation Proclamation,4 which de-
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clared enslaved people residing in the rebelling Con-
federate states to be “then, thenceforward, and for-
ever free.”5 The proclamation did not apply to the
roughly 425,000 enslaved people living in Ten-
nessee, Delaware, Kentucky, Missouri, and Mary-
land—states that had not seceded or were occupied
by Union forces.

In most Confederate states where the proclamation
did apply, resistance to emancipation was inevitable
and there was almost no federal effort to enforce
the grant of freedom.6 Southern planters attempted
to hide news about Lincoln’s proclamation from en-
slaved people, and in many areas where federal
troops were not present, slavery remained the sta-
tus quo well after 1863.7 Even as the Confederacy
faced increasingly certain defeat in the war, South-
ern whites insisted that Lincoln’s wartime executive
order was illegal and that slavery could be formally
banned only by a legislature or court.  Many used
deception and violence to keep enslaved people
from leaving plantations.8

Formal nationwide codification of emancipation
came in December 1865 with ratification of the Thir-
teenth Amendment, which prohibited slavery
throughout the United States “except as punishment
for crime.”  Several states continued to symbolically

resist into the twentieth century: Delaware did not
ratify the Thirteenth Amendment until 1901; Ken-
tucky ratified in 1976; and Mississippi ratified in
1995.9

The legal instruments that led to the formal end of
racialized chattel slavery in America did nothing to
address the myth of racial hierarchy that sustained
slavery, nor did they establish a national commit-
ment to the alternative ideology of racial equality.
Black people might be free from involuntary labor
under the law, but that did not mean Southern
whites recognized them as fully human.  White
Southern identity was grounded in a belief that
whites are inherently superior to African Americans;
following the war, whites reacted violently to the no-
tion that they would now have to treat their former
human property as equals and pay for their labor.  In
numerous recorded incidents, plantation owners at-
tacked black people simply for claiming their free-
dom.10

At the Civil War’s end, black autonomy expanded
but white supremacy remained deeply rooted.  The
failure to unearth those roots would leave black
Americans exposed to terrorism and racial subordi-
nation for more than a century.

The Emancipation Proclamation did not apply to the

roughly 425,000 enslaved people living in Tennessee,

Delaware, Kentucky, Missouri, and Maryland—states that

had not seceded or were occupied by Union forces.

White Southern identity was grounded in a belief that whites are

inherently superior to African Americans. Whites reacted violently

to the notion that they would have to treat their former human

property as equals and pay for their labor.  Plantation owners

attacked black people simply for claiming their freedom.

Enslaved people who have just escaped from a Virginia plantation in 1862.  (Library of Congress.)

Secession and Emancipation

1861-1865
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Instead of facilitating black land ownership, Johnson
advocated a new practice that soon replaced slavery
as a primary source of Southern agricultural labor:
sharecropping.  Under this system, black laborers
worked white-owned land in exchange for a share
of the crop at harvest minus costs for food and lodg-
ing, often in the same slave quarters they had pre-
viously inhabited.  Because Johnson’s administration
required that landowners pay off their debts to
banks first, sharecroppers frequently received no
pay and had no recourse.13

President Johnson also opposed black voting rights.
During Reconstruction, whites of diverse political af-
filiations declared voting a “privilege” rather than a
universal right, and even some whites who had op-
posed slavery were wary of measures that would
lead to black voting in the North.14 Johnson believed
black people were inherently servile and unintelli-
gent; he feared they would vote as instructed by
their former masters, reestablishing the power of
the planter class and relegating poor white farmers
to virtual slavery.15 Johnson made little effort to dis-
guise his racist views.  In his 1867 annual message
to Congress, he declared that black Americans had
“less capacity for government than any other race
of people,” that they would “relapse into barbarism”
if left to their own devices, and that giving them the
vote would result in “a tyranny such as this conti-
nent has never yet witnessed.”16 Not surprisingly,
under President Johnson, federal Reconstruction ef-
forts to support and enforce black Americans’  citi-
zenship rights and social and economic freedom
went largely unsupported and unrealized.
       
Meanwhile, the Johnson administration allowed
Southern whites to reestablish white supremacy and
dominate black people with impunity. Two incidents
in 1866 foretold terrifying days to come for African
Americans. On May 1, 1866, in Memphis, Ten-
nessee, white police officers began firing into a
crowd of black men, women, and children that had

gathered on South Street, and afterward white
mobs rampaged through black neighborhoods with
the intent to “kill every Negro and drive the last one
from the city.”  Over three days of violence, forty-six
African Americans were killed (two whites were
killed by friendly fire); ninety-one houses, four
churches, and twelve schools were burned to the
ground; at least five women were raped; and many
black people fled the city permanently.17

Less than three months later, in New Orleans, a
group of African Americans—many of whom had
been free before the Civil War—attempted to con-
vene a state constitutional convention to extend vot-
ing rights to black men and repeal racially
discriminatory laws known as “Black Codes.”  When
the delegates convened at the Mechanics’ Institute
on July 30, 1866, groups of black supporters and
white opponents clashed in the streets.  The white
mob began firing on black marchers, indiscrimi-
nately killing convention supporters and unaffiliated
black bystanders.  Rather than maintain order, white
police officers attacked black residents with guns,
axes, and clubs, arresting many and killing several.
By the time federal troops arrived to suppress the
white insurgency, as many as forty-eight black peo-
ple were dead and two hundred had been
wounded.18
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The federal government’s lackluster commitment to
black civil rights and security following the Civil War
was a disappointing failure that undermined the
promise of freedom.  Congress established the
Freedmen’s Bureau in March 1865 with a mandate
to provide formerly enslaved people with basic ne-
cessities and to oversee their condition and treat-
ment in the former Confederate states.  But
Congress appropriated no budget for the bureau,
leaving it to be staffed and funded by President An-
drew Johnson’s War Department.11

President Johnson, a Unionist former slaveholder
from Tennessee, served as vice president during the
Civil War and assumed the presidency after Lincoln’s
assassination in April 1865.  Though he initially
promised to punish Southern “traitors,” Johnson is-
sued 7000 pardons to secessionists by 1866. He also
rescinded orders granting black farmers tracts of

land confiscated from Confederates.12 This greatly
impeded formerly enslaved people’s ability to build
their own farms because whites routinely refused to
provide them credit, effectively barring black people
from purchasing land without government assis-
tance.

In his 1867 annual message to

Congress, President Johnson

declared that black Americans had

“less capacity for government than

any other race of people,” that they

would “relapse into barbarism” if

left to their own devices, and that

giving them the vote would result in

“a tyranny such as this continent

has never yet witnessed.”

Formerly enslaved people were beaten and murdered for asserting they were free after the Civil War.  Without federal troops,
freed black men and women remained subject to violence and intimidation for any act or gesture that showed independence or
freedom. (Library of Congress.)

Instead of facilitating

black land ownership,

President Johnson advocated

a new practice that soon

replaced slavery as a primary

source of Southern agricultural

labor:  sharecropping. 
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In May 1866, in Memphis, Tennessee, 46 African Americans were killed;
91 houses, 4 churches, and 12 schools were burned; at least 5 women
were raped; and many black people fled the city permanently.

Presidential Reconstruction



Another eighteen African Americans rose to serve in
state executive positions, including lieutenant gov-
ernor, secretary of state, superintendent of educa-
tion, and treasurer.  In Louisiana in 1872, P.B.S.
Pinchback became the first black governor in Amer-
ica (and would be the last until 1990).  The Recon-
struction states sent sixteen black representatives
to the United States Congress, and Mississippi voters
elected the nation’s first black senators: Hiram Rev-
els and Blanche Bruce.27

The newly elected and racially integrated Recon-
struction governments took bold action at the state
level, repealing discriminatory laws, rewriting ap-
prenticeship and vagrancy statutes, outlawing cor-
poral punishment, and sharply reducing the number
of capital offenses.  African Americans also won
election to law enforcement positions like sheriff
and chief of police, and were empowered to serve
on juries.28

Despite their advances, the racially diverse Recon-
struction governments faced significant challenges.
For one, the issue of social equality continued to di-
vide the Republican Party.  Black members and pro-

gressive whites advocated the full eradication of
white supremacy, while more conservative whites
still supported some forms of racial hierarchy and
separation.  Because nearly all black voters sup-
ported the Republican ticket in every election, the
party began to take freedmen’s votes for granted
and shifted its attention toward courting more
“moderate” white swing voters.29 In addition, the
Reconstruction governments faced a “crisis of legiti-
macy” as their efforts to attract capital to war-torn
Southern state economies raised accusations of cor-
ruption and graft.30

In the midst of this growing instability, officials strug-
gled to control increasingly violent and lawless
groups of white supremacists in their states.  Begin-
ning as disparate “social clubs” of former Confeder-
ate soldiers, these groups morphed into large
paramilitary organizations that drew thousands of
members from all sectors of white society.31 Collec-
tively, and with the tacit endorsement of the
broader white community, their members launched
a bloody reign of terror that would overthrow Re-
construction and sustain generations of white rule.
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The Memphis and New Orleans attacks, which oc-
curred just before the midterm elections of 1866,
sparked national outrage outside the South and mo-
bilized voters to support the Republican Party’s pro-
gressive platform advocating expansive rights and
protections for African Americans.  Republicans won
a landslide victory in the 1866 congressional races,
gaining a veto-proof majority and control of the leg-
islative agenda.19 Senator Charles Sumner of Mas-
sachusetts and Representative Thaddeus Stevens of
Pennsylvania then led the progressive caucus in de-
vising an ambitious civil rights program broader than
anything Congress would attempt for another cen-
tury.

First, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866,
which declared  black Americans full citizens entitled
to equal civil rights.20 President Johnson vetoed the
bill, but Congress—for the first time in United States
history—overrode the veto.21 Next, the progressive
Republican supermajority quickly passed the Four-
teenth Amendment.  Intended to eliminate any
doubt about the constitutionality of civil rights, the
proposed amendment established that all persons
born in the country, regardless of race, were full citi-
zens of the United States and the states in which
they resided, entitled to the “privileges and immu-
nities” of citizenship, due process, and the equal
protection of the law.22 If ratified, the amendment
would supersede the United States Supreme Court’s
1857 decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford, which held
that African Americans were not citizens and had no
standing to sue in federal court.23

Twenty-eight of the thirty-seven states had to ratify
the Fourteenth Amendment in order for it to be
added to the Constitution, but when Southern leg-
islatures first considered the amendment, ten of the
eleven former Confederate states rejected it over-
whelmingly—Louisiana unanimously.24 In response,
again over President Johnson’s veto, Congress
passed the Reconstruction Acts of 1867, which im-
posed military rule on the South and required that
any states seeking readmission to the Union had to
first ratify the Fourteenth Amendment.25 In July
1868, the Fourteenth Amendment was officially
adopted.

The Reconstruction Acts of 1867 also granted voting
rights to African American men while disenfranchis-
ing former Confederates, dramatically altering the
political landscape of the South and ushering in a
period of progress.  In elections for new state gov-
ernments, black voter turnout neared 90 percent in
many jurisdictions,26 and black voters—who com-
prised a majority in many districts and a statewide
majority in Louisiana—elected both white and black
leaders to represent them.  More than six hundred
African Americans, most of them formerly enslaved,
were elected as state legislators during this period.

The Reconstruction Acts

of 1867 also granted voting

rights to African American

men while disenfranchising

former Confederates,

dramatically altering the

political landscape of the

South and ushering in a

period of progress.

Officials struggled to control increasingly violent

and lawless groups of white supremacists in their

states.  Beginning as disparate “social clubs” of

former Confederate soldiers, these groups

morphed into large paramilitary organizations that

drew thousands of members from all sectors of

white society.

Over President Johnson’s
veto, Congress passed the

Reconstruction Acts of 1867, which
imposed military rule on the South
and required that states seeking
readmission to the Union had to

first ratify the Fourteenth
Amendment.

Progressive Reconstruction
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Racial violence aimed at re-establishing white su-
premacy was widespread throughout the former
Confederate states following emancipation and the
Civil War.  In 1866, L.E. Potts, a white woman living
in Paris, Texas, wrote a letter entreating President
Andrew Johnson to do something to curb the wide-
spread violence raining down on local black peo-
ple.32 She wrote that whites were so angered at the
idea of losing their slaves, they were trying to “per-
secute them back into slavery” and the result was
brutal violence: “[Black people] are often run down
by blood hounds, and shot because they do not do
precisely as the white man says.”33

The post-war period was a time of frequent, ex-
treme, and often undocumented violence targeting
newly emancipated black people. As historian Leon
F. Litwack writes, “[h]ow many black men and
women were beaten, flogged, mutilated, and mur-
dered in the first years of emancipation will never
be known.”34 Similarly, historian Eric Foner explains,
the “wave of counterrevolutionary terror that swept
over large parts of the South between 1868 and
1871 lacks a counterpart either in the American ex-
perience or in that of the other Western Hemi-
sphere societies that abolished slavery in the
nineteenth century.”35

Occupation by federal troops restrained this vio-
lence but did not eliminate racial attacks or the com-
mitment to white supremacy that fueled them.  The
political movement to restore white dominance in
the South following the Civil War was termed Re-
demption and its advocates, called Redeemers, were
staunchly opposed to progressive Republicans and
black citizenship rights.36 This set up a tense conflict.
As black people became voters with significant po-
litical power, especially in states and counties where
they constituted majorities, disputed elections often
devolved into bloody massacres.  

In the face of black political and economic competi-
tion created by emancipation and progressive Re-
construction, white backlash worked to re-impose
white dominance through violent repression.37 In
1868, white Democrats angered by growing black
support for white Republican candidates in St.
Landry Parish, Louisiana, terrorized the local black
community in two weeks of attacks that left more
than a hundred black people dead.38 In 1873, after
a very close gubernatorial election, a militia of white
Democrats killed dozens of black Republicans in
what came to be known as the Colfax Massacre.39

Similarly, in 1875, a paramilitary group known as the
Red Shirts organized in Mississippi to undermine
black political power by disrupting Republican ral-
lies, intimidating black voters with threats of vio-
lence and economic reprisal, and assassinating black
leaders.40
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Grant Parish in central Louisiana was one of
several new parishes (or counties) created
during Reconstruction, and home to the town
of Colfax.  A sugar and cotton plantation dur-
ing slavery, Colfax rapidly transformed into a
district controlled by political progressives in
the early Reconstruction era.41

In 1872, following sev-
eral years during
which white former
Confederates in the
Democratic Party
worked to under-
mine elected black
progressive Republi-
can officials, several
Democratic candi-
dates won an elec-
tion widely
recognized as fraud-
ulent. In response,
black protestors re-
fused to recognize
the illegitimate elec-
tion results and
staged a peaceful
occupation of the
town courthouse.42 Several weeks later, ap-
proximately 140 whites surrounded the court-
house and, in the first week of April 1873,
engaged in skirmishes with the black militias
that resulted in several deaths.

On Easter Sunday, 300 whites attacked the
courthouse and three whites were killed in the
assault.  The outnumbered black forces waved
white flags in surrender, but the assault con-
tinued; numerous unarmed black men who
hid in the courthouse or attempted to flee

were shot and killed.  Approximately fifty
African Americans who survived the after-
noon assault were taken prisoner and exe-
cuted by the white militia later that evening.
As many as 150 African Americans were killed
in the massacre, described as “the bloodiest
single act of carnage in all of Reconstruc-
tion.”43

The whites who ex-
acted this violence
faced no conse-
quences because
the United States
Supreme Court dis-
missed all federal
charges against
them. 

The local narrative
in Colfax has contin-
ued to praise the
cause of racial vio-
lence and embrace
the message of
racial hatred.  In
1921, the town

erected a memorial to
the three whites who died during the Colfax
Massacre, memorializing them as “heroes
[who] fell . . . fighting for white supremacy.”
In 1950, at the site of the old courthouse, the
state erected a monument that reads, “On
this site occurred the Colfax Riot in which
three white men and 150 negroes were slain.
This event on April 13, 1873, marked the end of
carpetbag misrule in the South.”  Today, Col-
fax is a town of less than 2000 people.  Both
markers still stand.

The “wave of

counterrevolutionary terror

that swept over large parts of

the South between 1868 and

1871 lacks a counterpart . . .

in the American experience.”

As black voters gained

significant political power,

especially in states and

counties where they

constituted majorities,

disputed elections often

devolved into massacres.  

White Backlash:  The Ku Klux Klan

and the Reign of Terror
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Varied white groups took up the cause of restoring labor discipline in the absence of slavery.  Vigilantes
whipped and lynched black freedmen who argued with employers, left the plantations where they were
contracted to work, or displayed any economic success of their own.54 White terror groups also focused
intense energy on imposing “their own vision of a righteous society,”55 which usually meant targeting black
men for perceived sexual transgressions against white women.  Charges of rape, while common, were “rou-
tinely fabricated” and often extrapolated from minor violations of the social code, such as “paying a com-
pliment” to a white woman, expressing romantic interest in a white woman, or cohabitating interracially.56

White mobs regularly attacked black men accused of sexual crimes and historians estimate that at least
400 African Americans were lynched between 1868 and 1871.57 Whites also sought retribution for alleged
rapes by targeting entire black communities with violent, public, and sexualized attacks, including forcing
victims to strip, binding them in compromising positions, and whipping their genitals; widespread rape of
black women, sometimes in front of their families; and genital mutilation and castration.58 Through these
acts of violence, white vigilantes used terror “to revive the privileges of white masculinity over the bodies
of their former slaves.”59
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The earliest seeds of violent white resistance to Re-
construction were planted in Pulaski, Tennessee, in
late 1865, when six Confederate veterans formed
the Ku Klux Klan.44 Made up of well-educated young
men of comparative wealth who would go on to
prominent careers in law and state politics, the
group was initially informal, with a stated purpose
of “amusement.”45 The KKK spread quickly and de-
veloped a complex hierarchy with rules as intricate
as an army manual.  In less than a year, chapters
spread throughout Tennessee and into northern Al-
abama.  Famed Confederate General Nathan Bed-
ford Forrest was the Klan’s first leader, or Grand
Wizard, and today he is immortalized in stone mon-
uments in many towns and cities throughout the
South.46 Far from the small band of extremist out-
siders it is now, the Klan drew members from every
echelon of white society in the nineteenth century,
including planters, lawyers, merchants, and minis-
ters.  In York County, South Carolina, nearly the en-
tire white male population joined.47 The Klan and
similar organizations, including the Knights of the
White Camelia and the Pale Faces, were independ-
ent and decentralized but shared aims and tactics to
form a vast network of terrorist cells.  By the 1868
presidential election, those cells were poised to act
as a unified military force supporting the cause of
white supremacy throughout the South.48

Shortly before the 1868 election, progressive Repub-
licans tried to impeach President Andrew Johnson
and failed, hurting the party politically.  As a result,
former Union General Ulysses S. Grant—a moder-

ate—won the Republican presidential nomination.49

In the general election, Grant faced former New York
Governor Horatio Seymour, who campaigned as the
“white man’s candidate.”  In a March 11, 1868,
speech to the New York State Democratic Conven-
tion, Seymour said that black people “are in form,
color, and character unlike the whites, and [] are, in
their present condition, an ignorant and degraded
race.”50 Seymour also criticized post-war congres-
sional civil rights laws that, by prohibiting racial dis-
crimination and establishing equal citizenship rights,
“abolished the black man and made him a white
man by legislation.”51 As white terror groups sought
to suppress the black vote and deliver the South for
Seymour, violent attacks in Alabama, Louisiana, and
Georgia resulted in hundreds of deaths and success-
fully prevented black people from casting a single
vote in many counties with significant black popula-
tions.52

Despite the campaign of terror, Grant carried most
of the Southern states and won the presidency.  The
Klan initially retreated and Grand Wizard Nathan
Bedford Forrest called for its dissolution, claiming
that its mission had been hijacked by rogue ele-
ments—a refrain that became common among Klan
leaders seeking to distance themselves from the ex-
treme violence they had encouraged.53 While the
Klan partially disbanded as a unified political organ-
ization, a patchwork of local entities continued to
seek its goals, enforcing white supremacist social
mores and economic structures through bloodshed
and intimidation.

14

Famed Confederate General

Nathan Bedford Forrest was the

Klan’s first leader, or Grand

Wizard, and today he is

immortalized in stone monuments

in many towns and cities

throughout the South.

New York Governor Horatio

Seymour, who campaigned as the

“white man’s candidate,” said that

black people “are in form, color,

and character unlike the whites,

and [ ] are, in their present

condition, an ignorant and

degraded race.”

(Thomas Nast/Harper's Weekly, Aug. 8, 1868)



The Court’s 1872 decision held that the Fourteenth Amendment protected solely the “privileges and im-
munities” conferred by national citizenship—a narrow category of rights mostly irrelevant to the struggles
facing Southern black people.69 The Court reasoned that rights derived from a person’s state citizenship
were enforceable only in state court—a forum dominated by the white ruling class and utterly hostile to
claims by African Americans in the South.  Though the Slaughterhouse Cases explicitly acknowledged that
the Reconstruction amendments were adopted to protect the rights of formerly enslaved people, the de-
cision eviscerated their practical impact by drastically limiting freedmen’s ability to enforce their rights in
federal court, the only forum where they stood a chance of a fair hearing.

The Fourteenth Amendment was tested again when a United States Attorney in Louisiana brought federal
criminal charges against the white perpetrators of the Colfax Massacre.  Charges were brought under the
Enforcement Act, which made it a federal crime to conspire to deprive a citizen of his constitutional rights
and allowed the federal government to prosecute any crime committed as part of such a conspiracy.  The
statute provided that the underlying crime could be punished with the same penalty prescribed by state
law, and federal authorities took the unprecedented step of charging white defendants with capital of-
fenses—subject to the death penalty—for murdering black people.70 Despite overwhelming evidence, one
defendant was acquitted and jurors failed to reach a verdict against any others.
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By 1870, state Reconstruction governments were
nearly powerless to stop the counterrevolutions
surging within their borders. They sorely needed
federal aid, and initially they got it.  President Grant
supported progressive Reconstruction and provided
federal troops to enforce it.60 In addition, Congress
passed a series of Enforcement Acts in 1870 and
1871, and the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871.61 These laws
authorized individuals to go to federal court for help
when their civil rights were violated and empowered
the federal government to prosecute civil rights vi-
olations as crimes.62

In the Southern states, Reconstruction government
officials remained ineffective in stopping rampant
white violence, undermining officials’ legitimacy at
home and frustrating Republicans in the North.63 In
the 1872 election, the Republican Party split along
regional lines and New York publisher Horace Gree-
ley challenged incumbent President Grant for the
presidential nomination. Representing the “liberal
reform” wing of the party, Greeley generally sup-
ported civil rights for freedmen but his commitment
to equality was tepid.  He referred to African Amer-
icans as “an easy, worthless race,”64 and supported
universal amnesty and restored voting rights for for-
mer Confederates.  Grant won the nomination and
a second term by a landslide, but political division
remained and violence in the South persisted.  The
rise of a new insurgent group, the White League,
brought more terror, and the larger white commu-
nity and legal establishment did nothing to stop it.
While white mobs attacked black voters, the United

States Supreme Court began an assault on the legal
architecture of Reconstruction.  The Court’s inter-
vention was orchestrated by lawyer John Archibald
Campbell, a former Confederate bitterly opposed to
Reconstruction.65 When Louisiana’s Reconstruction
legislature implemented regulations consolidating
New Orleans slaughterhouses into one location out-
side the city, Campbell saw an opportunity to under-
mine the recently ratified Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Amendments.66 His suit on behalf of a group of
white butchers argued that the Louisiana law forbid-
ding slaughterhouses within city limits interfered

with the butchers’ livelihoods in violation of the
Thirteenth Amendment’s ban on slavery and the
Fourteenth Amendment’s “privileges and immuni-
ties” clause.  Campbell sought to use the amend-
ments as “weapons to bring about Reconstruction’s
ultimate demise.”67 If he won the case, the courts
would extend the Reconstruction amendments’ pro-
tections to the economic interests of whites, under-
mining their purpose; if he lost, the amendments’
power would be nearly destroyed. 

Campbell’s case and several others were consoli-
dated into The Slaughterhouse Cases and considered
by a newly activist Supreme Court.  Prior to 1865,
the Court had only twice struck down congressional
acts as unconstitutional; between 1865 and 1872,
the Court did so twelve times.68 The Slaughterhouse

Cases would make thirteen.  
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Racial terrorism and intimidation of African Ameri-
cans became characteristic of Southern democracy
during the 1870s and prompted little action from
federal observers.  A proposal to discipline Georgia
for the violence and corruption surrounding its 1870
election was defeated by a five-day filibuster in the
Senate, and Northern support for federal interven-
tion on behalf of black people living in the South di-
minished considerably.77 In 1872, Congress returned
full civil rights to Confederate leaders and restored
their eligibility to hold public office.
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Before retrial could begin, the defense questioned
whether the federal court had jurisdiction to hear
the case at all, for the first time arguing that the En-
forcement Act was unconstitutional as applied to
private persons who were not state actors.71 The
court reserved ruling on that issue and allowed the
trial to proceed, and three defendants were con-
victed of conspiracy.72 The judge then ruled that the
Enforcement Act was unconstitutional and dis-
missed the indictments, initiating an appeal to the
United States Supreme Court.

In United States v. Cruikshank, decided March 27,
1876, the Court held that the Fourteenth Amend-
ment “prohibits a State from depriving any person
of life, liberty, or property, without due process of
law; but this adds nothing to the rights of one citizen
as against another.”73 In other words, the Court

ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment provided
protection only against actions of the State, not
against individual violence, and the power of the
federal government was “limited to the enforce-
ment of this guaranty.”74 As a result, the Enforce-
ment Act was a dead letter:  African Americans in
the South were to be left at the mercy of white ter-
rorists, so long as the terrorists were private actors.

The response was immediate.  Enforcement Act tri-
als in most of the Southern states had been halted
pending the Supreme Court appeal.  When Cruik-

shank was decided, the Justice Department dropped
179 Enforcement Act prosecutions in Mississippi
alone.75 Violence continued to spread, and increas-
ingly, attacks on African Americans in the South
were carried out by undisguised men in broad day-
light.76
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When Cruikshank was decided, the Justice Department
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Back to Brutality:  Restoring Racial 
Hierarchy Through Terror and Violence

The Amnesty Act was passed over the objection of
Congressman Jefferson Long.  Born into slavery in
1836 and elected in 1870 as Georgia’s first black rep-
resentative in the United States Congress, Long be-
came the first black person to speak on the House
floor when he opposed amnesty. Long asked:

“Do we, then, really propose here to-day,
when the country is not ready for it, when
those disloyal people still hate this govern-
ment, when loyal men dare not carry the
‘stars and stripes’ through our streets, for if
they do they will be turned out of employ-
ment, to relieve from political disability the
very men who have committed these Kuklux
outrages? I think that I am doing my duty to
my constituents and my duty to my country
when I vote against any such proposition.... 

Mr. Speaker, I propose, as a man raised as a
slave, my mother a slave before me, and my
ancestry slaves as far back as I can trace
them . . . If this House removes the disabili-
ties of disloyal men by modifying the test-
oath, I venture to prophesy you will again
have trouble from the very same men who
gave you trouble before.”78

Long’s warning went unheeded.  As a result, even
before Reconstruction’s official end, Confederate
veterans espousing white supremacist rhetoric were
able to employ violent intimidation to regain politi-
cal control over many Southern governments.  In Vir-
ginia, former Confederate General James L. Kemper
was inaugurated as governor in 1874 and, that same
year, delivered an address to the General Assembly
outlining the racial regime he intended to create:

“Henceforth, let it be understood of all, that
the political equality of the races is settled,
and the social equality of the races is a set-
tled impossibility.  Let it be understood of all,
that any organized attempt on the part of the
weaker and relatively diminishing race to
dominate the domestic governments, is the
wildest chimera of political insanity. Let each
race settle down in final resignation to the lot
to which the logic of events has inexorably
consigned it.”79

Confederate Colonel James Milton Smith, who be-
came Georgia’s governor in 1872, held similar
views.80 In an 1876 interview with the Atlanta Jour-

nal Constitution, he opined on the status of black
people—who were 46 percent81 of his constituents:

“Well, the loss of the slaves was a severe
blow to the south.  Still we should be just as
well off without them were the negro race
less indolent and unreliable . . . They are con-
stitutionally an idle, thriftless race, always de-
pending on the whites for everything, and it
will take a century of education before they
can be brought up to the standard that will
make them in any degree useful members of
the community.”82

Jefferson Long (Library of Congress)
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Without federal protection, black voters were tar-
geted in brutal attacks on election day in Mississippi
and throughout the South.  The presidential election
of 1876 resulted in a deadlock between Republican
Rutherford B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden.
Congress and the Supreme Court brokered a “com-
promise” under which Hayes would become presi-
dent if he promised to end Reconstruction.  Within
two months of taking office, President Hayes took
action to end the federal troops’ role in Southern
politics. In the words of Henry Adams, a black man
living in Louisiana at the time, “The whole South—
every state in the South—had got into the hands of
the very men that held us as slaves.”87

On the defeat of Reconstruction, The Nation offered
a solemn assessment: “The Negro will disappear
from the field of national politics.  Henceforth, the
nation, as a nation, will have nothing more to do
with him.”88 For millions of black men, women, and
children, that abandonment foretold a grim future.
“They are to be returned to a condition of serfdom,”
predicted Governor Ames of Mississippi.  “An era of
second slavery.”89
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Things were not much better outside the South, as
the Supreme Court continued to chip away at fed-
eral Reconstruction laws.  In 1875, Congress passed
Senator Charles Sumner’s Civil Rights Act, which
mandated desegregation and imposed criminal
penalties for racial discrimination in jury selection.83

But the Cruikshank decision left little legal basis to
enforce desegregation provisions, and in 1883, the
Supreme Court declared the law unconstitutional.84

The next decade, in Plessy v. Ferguson, the Court
would uphold racial segregation as fully consistent
with the Fourteenth Amendment and create the
doctrine of “separate but equal.”85

Executive action also waned during this time, as
Southern racial violence became an increasingly di-
visive issue and politically-weakened President
Grant became more reluctant to intervene.  When
Mississippi Governor Adelbert Ames requested fed-
eral troops to suppress intense violence during state
elections, Grant sent an exasperated letter encour-
aging Ames to broker a “peace agreement” between
the state militia and the white mobs, writing that
“[t]he whole public are tired out with these annual
autumnal outbreaks in the South.”86
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(James Albert Wales/Harper's Weekly, Oct. 31, 1874)
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“[I]f we would have white supremacy,” Knox ex-
plained, “we must establish it by law—not by force
or fraud.”93 From 1885 to 1908, all eleven former
Confederate states rewrote their constitutions to in-
clude provisions restricting voting rights with poll
taxes, literacy tests, and felon disenfrachisement.94

Many of these new constitutions also included seg-
regationist prohibitions against interracial marriage
and integrated public education.

Over the ensuing decades, aided by convict leasing
and Jim Crow laws, and emboldened by the federal
government’s disinterest in enforcing the racial
equality guaranteed by the federal Constitution,
Southern legislatures institutionalized the racial in-
equality enshrined in their state constitutions.  The
South created a system of state and local laws and
practices that constituted a pervasive and deep-
rooted racial caste system.  The era of “second slav-
ery” had officially begun.

Convict Leasing

Convict leasing, the practice of selling the labor of
state and local prisoners to private interests for state
profit, utilized the criminal justice system to effec-
tuate the economic exploitation and political disem-
powerment of black people.  State legislatures
passed discriminatory criminal laws or “black
codes,” which created new criminal offenses such as
“vagrancy” and “loitering.”  This led to the mass ar-
rest and incarceration of black people.  Then, relying
on language in the Thirteenth Amendment that pro-
hibits slavery and involuntary servitude “except as
punishment for crime,” lawmakers empowered
white-controlled governments to extract black labor
in private lease contracts or on state-owned farms.95

“While a Black prisoner was a rarity during the slav-
ery era (when slave masters were individually em-
powered to administer ‘discipline’ to their human
property) the solution to the free black population
had become criminalization. In turn, the most com-
mon fate facing black convicts was to be sold into
forced labor for the profit of the state.”96

Beginning as early as 1866 in states like Texas, Mis-
sissippi, and Georgia, convict leasing spread
throughout the Southern states and continued
through the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.97 In contrast to white prisoners who were
routinely sentenced to the penitentiary, leased black
convicts faced deplorable, unsafe working condi-
tions and brutal violence when they attempted to
resist or escape bondage.98

An 1887 report by the Hinds County, Mississippi,
grand jury recorded that, six months after 204 con-
victs were leased to a man named McDonald,
twenty were dead, nineteen had escaped, and
twenty-three had been returned to the penitentiary
disabled, ill, and near death.99 The penitentiary hos-
pital was filled with sick and dying black men whose
bodies bore “marks of the most inhuman and brutal
treatment . . . so poor and emaciated that their
bones almost come through the skin.”100 Under this
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The presence of federal troops in the South during
the Reconstruction era acted as a penetrable dam
holding back some of the violence, political suppres-
sion, and racist rhetoric employed by those intent
on restoring white supremacist rule.  Their prema-
ture withdrawal unleashed a pent-up wave of vio-
lence that easily topped the few remaining
protective structures and left black people ce-
mented in an inferior economic, social, and political
position.

Southern state governments set to work altering
their constitutions to disenfranchise black citizens
and codify segregation.  At the 1890 Mississippi Con-
stitutional Convention, where all but one of the del-
egates were white, the intentional purging of black
people from the roll of eligible voters was a top pri-
ority.90 Analyzing the state’s electoral system six
years later, the Mississippi Supreme Court readily ac-
knowledged these motivations:

“It is in the highest degree improbable that
there was not a consistent, controlling di-
recting purpose governing the convention
by which these schemes were elaborated
and fixed in the constitution. Within the
field of permissible action under the limita-
tions imposed by the federal constitution,
the convention swept the circle of expedi-
ents to obstruct the exercise of the fran-
chise by the negro race. By reason of its
previous condition of servitude and de-
pendence, this race had acquired or accen-
tuated certain peculiarities of habit, of
temperament, and of character, which
clearly distinguished it as a race from that
of the whites,—a patient, docile people, but
careless, landless, and migratory within nar-
row limits, without forethought, and its
criminal members given rather to furtive of-
fenses than to the robust crimes of the
whites. Restrained by the federal constitu-
tion from discriminating against the negro
race, the convention discriminated against
its characteristics and the offenses to which
its weaker members were prone.”91

Alabama rewrote its constitution in 1901.  John B.
Knox, a Calhoun County lawyer and president of the
constitutional convention, opened the proceedings
with a statement of purpose:  “Why it is within the
limits imposed by the Federal Constitution, to estab-
lish white supremacy in this state.”92 Now that po-
litical power had been regained, legalized racial
subordination could and would be restored.  
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Jim Crow

Jim Crow laws proscribed the lives and possibilities
of black people throughout the South.  The term
“Jim Crow” initially referred to a style of minstrel
show in which white performers caricatured black
life for the entertainment of white audiences.102 By
1890, the term was used to describe the “subordi-
nation and separation of black people in the South,
much of it codified and much of it still enforced by
custom, habit, and violence.”103 Under Jim Crow
rule, all aspects of life were governed by a strict
color line, from the most central and important—
public education was segregated throughout the
South and interracial marriage was criminalized—to
the most mundane and tedious.  

In South Carolina, a 1917 law required that all cir-
cuses and other tent events maintain separate en-
trances and ticket booths for black and white
attendees and imposed a maximum $500 fine for
noncompliance.104 A 1915 law required that black
and white employees of cotton textile mills be seg-
regated at every stage of employment and restricted

them from using the same entry/exit, occupying the
same stairwell, or using the same tools.105 A 1924
law effectively outlawed interracial pool rooms by
declaring that no license would be issued to a bil-
liard room owner who intended his establishment
to be patronized by customers of another race.106

And a 1910 law prohibited placing a white child in
the permanent custody of a black adult.107 Similarly,
Florida law required separation of the races on
streetcars;108 Mississippi law mandated separate
hospital entrances for white and black patients;109

North Carolina law authorized librarians to create
separate reading areas for black patrons;110 and Al-
abama law prohibited white nurses from treating
black male patients.111

       In March 1901, a white woman and black man
were arrested in Atlanta, Georgia, after two police
officers claimed to have seen them talking and walk-
ing together on the street.112 Interviewed following
her arrest, the white woman was indignant—not at
the law, but at the suggestion that she would ever
share the company of a black man in public.  “I
stopped and [a police officer] asked why I talked to
a negro,” she told the press.  “I told him I was a
southern born woman, and his insinuations were an
insult.  He then said he would have to arrest me, and
I was ridden to police barracks in a patrol wagon.  It
is the first ride I have ever taken of the kind, and I
have been humiliated and disgraced.  But somebody
will suffer for this before it is done with.”113

grotesquely cruel system that lasted decades, count-
less black men, women, and children lost their free-
dom—and often their lives.  “Before convict leasing
officially ended,” writes historian David Oshinsky, “a
generation of black prisoners would suffer and die
under conditions far worse than anything they had
ever experienced as slaves.”101

Convict leasing demonstrated the way in which the
criminal justice system would become the central in-
stitution for sustaining racial domination and hier-
archy in America.  It legitimized excessive
punishment and abuse of African Americans and ter-
rorized people of color.
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Lynching became a vicious tool of racial control in
America during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries—but it first emerged as a form of vig-
ilante retribution used to enforce “popular justice”
on the Western frontier.115 In the Western territories
in the early nineteenth century, the individual desire
for revenge was high, government was absent or un-
derdeveloped, and public support for lynching was
widespread.116 Notably, lynching did not initially
mean killing, and vigilante “regulators” often pun-
ished “thieves, highwaymen, swindlers, and card
sharks”117 with tarring-and-feathering, beatings, and
floggings.

Beginning in the 1830s and continuing in the
decades following the Civil War, lynching became
more synonymous with hanging.  The first broadly
publicized incident of lethal lynching occurred in
Madison County, Mississippi, in 1835, after a fabri-
cated story of a planned slave uprising sparked local
panic and resulted in the hangings of two white men
and several enslaved black people.118 Followed that
same year by a notorious lynching of five gamblers
in Vicksburg, Mississippi, these killings marked a
change in American mob violence:  “whereas in the
era of the American Revolution mobs had rarely
killed their victims, the 1835 riots claimed at least
seventy-one lives.”119

Even as lynchings became more frequently deadly,
they differed greatly by region.  An individual subject
to a frontier lynching typically was accused of a
crime such as murder or robbery, given some form
of process and trial, and hanged without any addi-
tional torture or foul play.120 Southern lynchings, on
the other hand, were commonly extrajudicial and
employed to defend slavery.121 Between 1830 and
1860, Southern mobs killed an estimated 130 white
individuals122 and at least 400 enslaved black people.
Most were lynched under suspicion of conspiring to
mount a slave uprising—a growing but largely un-

substantiated fear among whites in slaveholding
states.123 In addition, Southern lynchings of African
Americans were distinct from lynchings of whites,
and often featured extreme brutality such as burn-
ing, torture, mutilation, and decapitation of the vic-
tim.124

Southern lynching took on an even more racialized
character after the Civil War.  The act and threat of
lynching became “primarily a technique of enforcing
racial exploitation—economic, political, and cul-
tural.”125 Characterized by Southern mob violence
intended to reestablish white supremacy and sup-
press black civil rights through political and social
terror,126 the Reconstruction era was a violent period
in which tens of thousands of people were killed in
racially- and politically-motivated massacres, mur-
ders, and lynchings.127 White mobs regularly tar-
geted African Americans with deadly violence but
rarely aimed lethal attacks at white individuals ac-
cused of identical violations of law or custom.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Southern
lynching had become a tool of racial control that ter-
rorized and targeted African Americans.  The ratio
of black lynching victims to white lynching victims
was 4 to 1 from 1882 to 1889; increased to more
than 6 to 1 between 1890 and 1900; and soared to
more than 17 to 1 after 1900.  Professor Stewart Tol-
nay concluded from this data that “lynching in the
South became increasingly and exclusively a matter
of white mobs murdering African-Americans,”128—a
“routine and systematic effort to subjugate the
African-American minority.”129
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Racial segregation often translated to the total ex-
clusion of black people from public facilities, institu-
tions, and opportunities.  This separation plainly
disadvantaged black people and served as a con-
stant symbol of their inferior position in Southern
society.

“Black southerners were left to brood over
the message imparted by the Jim Crow laws
and the spirit in which they were enforced.
For all African Americans, Jim Crow was a
daily affront, a reminder of the distinctive
place “white folks” had marked out for
them—a confirmation of their inferiority
and baseness in the eyes of the dominant
population.  The laws made no exception
based on class or education; indeed, the
laws functioned on one level to remind
African Americans that no matter how edu-
cated, wealthy, or respectable they might
be, it did nothing to entitle them to equal
treatment with the poorest and most de-
graded whites.  What the white South in-
sisted upon was not so much separation of
the races as subordination, a system of con-
trols in which whites prescribed the rules of
racial conduct and contact and meted out
the punishments.”114

Though legally emancipated from slavery and en-
dowed with constitutional rights to participate in so-
ciety as full citizens, black people soon learned that
those rights were unenforceable in a white-con-
trolled political system hostile to their exercise.  This
message was communicated through an intricate
and complex system of racial subordination built
after the Civil War to maintain and reinforce white
supremacy in a world without chattel slavery. Con-
structed of law and custom, force and fear, disen-
frachisement, convict leasing, and Jim Crow
segregation, the system was fragile and fiercely
guarded.  Over the century that this racial caste sys-
tem reigned, perceived violations of the racial order
were met with brutal violence targeted at black
Americans—and lynching was the weapon of choice.
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Southern states were equipped with readily-avail-
able, fully-functioning criminal justice systems eager
to punish African American defendants with hefty
fines, imprisonment, terms of forced labor for state
profit, and legal execution.133 Lynching in this era
and region was not used as a tool of crime control,
but rather as a tool of racial control wielded almost
exclusively by white mobs against African American
victims.  Many lynching victims were not accused of
any criminal act, and lynch mobs regularly displayed
complete disregard for the legal system.

In 1906, Edward Johnson, a black man, was con-
victed of raping a white woman and sentenced to
death by an all-white jury in Chattanooga, Ten-
nessee.  His attorneys appealed the case and won a
rare stay of execution from the United States
Supreme Court.  In response, a white mob seized Mr.
Johnson from the jail, which had been vacated by
the sheriff and his staff, dragged him through the
streets, hanged him from the second span of the
Walnut Street Bridge, and shot him hundreds of
times.  The mob left a note pinned on the corpse
that read:  “To Justice Harlan.  Come get your nigger
now.”134 Mr. Johnson used his last words to declare
his innocence.  Nearly a century later, he was cleared
of the rape.135

Through lynching, Southern white communities as-
serted their racial dominance over the region’s po-
litical and economic resources—a dominance first
achieved through slavery would now be restored
through blood and terror.

Characteristics of the

Lynching Era

African Americans were lynched under varied pre-
tenses.  Today, lynching is most commonly remem-
bered as a punishment exacted by white mobs upon
black men accused of sexually assaulting white
women.  During the lynching era, whites’ hypervig-
ilant enforcement of racial hierarchy and social sep-
aration, coupled with widespread stereotypes of
black men as dangerous, violent, and uncontrollable
sexual aggressors, fueled a pervasive fear of black
men raping white women.136 Of the 4084 African
American lynching victims EJI documented, nearly
25 percent were accused of sexual assault137 and
nearly 30 percent were accused of murder.138

Hundreds more black people were lynched based on
accusations of far less serious crimes like arson, rob-
bery, non-sexual assault, and vagrancy,139 many of
which were not punishable by death if convicted in
a court of law.  In addition, African Americans fre-
quently were lynched for non-criminal violations of
social customs or racial expectations, such as speak-
ing to white people with less respect or formality
than observers believed was due.140

Finally, many African Americans were lynched not
because they committed a crime or social infraction,
and not even because they were accused of doing
so, but simply because they were black and present
when the preferred party could not be located.  In
1901, Ballie Crutchfield’s brother allegedly found a
lost wallet containing $120 and kept the money.  He
was arrested and about to be lynched by a mob in
Smith County, Tennessee, when at the last moment
he broke free and escaped.  Thwarted in their at-
tempt to kill the suspect, the mob turned its atten-
tion to his sister and lynched Ms. Crutchfield in her
brother’s stead, though she was not accused of any
involvement in the theft.141
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The character of the violence also changed as gruesome
public spectacle lynchings became much more common.
At these often festive community gatherings, large crowds
of whites watched and participated in the black victims’
prolonged torture, mutilation, dismemberment, and burn-
ing at the stake.130 Such brutally violent methods of execu-
tion had almost never been applied to whites in America.
Indeed, public spectacle lynchings drew from and perpet-
uated the belief that Africans were subhuman—a myth that
had been used to justify centuries of enslavement, and now
fueled and purportedly justified terrorism aimed at newly-
emancipated African American communities.131 A report
published in 1905 explained that “[l]ynching has been re-
sorted to by whites not merely to wreak vengeance, but to
terrorize and restrain this lawless element in the Negro
population.  Among Southern people, the conviction is gen-
eral that terror is the only restraining influence that can be
brought to bear upon vicious Negroes.”132
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Lynchings Based on

Minor Social 

Transgressions

Lynchings based on minor social transgressions were
a tool of racial control designed to enforce social
norms and racial hierarchy.  Hundreds of African
Americans accused of no serious crime were
nonetheless lynched for myriad “offenses,” including
speaking disrespectfully, refusing to step off the
sidewalk, using profane language, using an improper
title for a white person, suing a white man, arguing
with a white man, bumping into a white woman, in-
sulting a white person, and other social griev-
ances.149 African Americans living in the South
during this era were terrorized by the knowledge
that they could be lynched if they intentionally or
accidentally violated any social more defined by any
white person.  Examples are plentiful.
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The thousands of African Americans lynched be-
tween 1877 and 1950 differed in many respects, but
in most cases, the circumstances of their murders
can be categorized as one or more of the following:
(1) lynchings that resulted from a wildly distorted
fear of interracial sex; (2) lynchings in response to
casual social transgressions; (3) lynchings based on
allegations of serious violent crime; (4) public spec-
tacle lynchings; (5) lynchings that escalated into
large-scale violence targeting the entire African
American community; and (6) lynchings of share-
croppers, ministers, and community leaders who re-
sisted mistreatment, which were most common
between 1915 and 1940.  

Lynchings Based on

fear of Interracial Sex

Nearly 25 percent of the lynchings of African Amer-
icans in the South were based on charges of sexual
assault.142 The mere accusation of rape, even with-
out an identification by the alleged victim, often
aroused a mob and resulted in lynching.  In fact, the
definition of black-on-white “rape” in the South was
incredibly broad and required no allegation of force
because white institutions, laws, and most white
people rejected the idea that a white woman could
or would willingly consent to sex with an African
American man.  When black Memphis journalist Ida
B. Wells published an editorial challenging the myth
of widespread black-on-white sexual violence and
insisting that consensual interracial sex did occur,
white mobs burned her newspaper’s offices and
threatened to lynch her.143

Whites’ fears of interracial sex extended to any ac-
tion by a black man that could be interpreted as
seeking or desiring contact with a white woman.  In
1889, in Aberdeen, Mississippi, Keith Bowen al-
legedly tried to enter a room where three white
women were sitting; though no further allegation
was made against him, Mr. Bowen was lynched by
the “entire (white) neighborhood” for his “of-
fense.”144  William Brooks was lynched in 1894 in

Palestine, Arkansas, after he asked his white em-
ployer for permission to marry the man’s daugh-
ter.145 General Lee, a black man, was lynched by a
white mob in 1904 for merely knocking on the door
of a white woman’s house in Reevesville, South Car-
olina;146 and in 1912, Thomas Miles was lynched in
Shreveport, Louisiana, for allegedly writing letters to
a white woman inviting her to have a cold drink with
him.147 In 1934, after being accused of “associating
with a white woman” in Newton, Texas, John Griggs
was hanged and shot seventeen times and his body
was dragged behind a car through the town for
hours.148

Whites’ fear of sexual contact between black men
and white women was pervasive and led to many
lynchings.  Narratives of these lynchings reported in
the sympathetic white press justified the violence
and perpetuated the deadly stereotype of African
American men as hypersexual threats to white wom-
anhood.
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Jesse Washington was burned before a crowd of thousands in Waco, Texas, in 1916.  (Library of Congress/Getty Images.)
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Public Spectacle 

Lynchings

Public spectacle lynchings were those in which large
crowds of white people, often numbering in the
thousands, gathered to witness pre-planned,
heinous killings that featured prolonged torture,
mutilation, dismemberment, and/or burning of the
victim.160 Many were carnival-like events, with ven-
dors selling food, printers producing postcards fea-
turing photographs of the lynching and corpse, and
the victim’s body parts collected as souvenirs.161

In 1904, after Luther Holbert allegedly killed a local
white landowner, he and a black woman believed to
be his wife were captured by a mob and taken to
Doddsville, Mississippi, to be lynched before hun-
dreds of white spectators.162 Both victims were tied
to a tree and forced to hold out their hands while
members of the mob methodically chopped off their
fingers and distributed them as souvenirs.  Next,
their ears were cut off.  Mr. Holbert was then beaten

so severely that his skull was fractured and one of
his eyes was left hanging from its socket.  Members
of the mob used a large corkscrew to bore holes into
the victims’ bodies and pull out large chunks of
“quivering flesh,” after which both victims were
thrown onto a raging fire and burned.  The white
men, women, and children present watched the
horrific murders while enjoying deviled eggs, lemon-
ade, and whiskey in a picnic-like atmosphere.163
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In 1940, Jesse Thornton was lynched in Luverne, Al-
abama, for referring to a white police officer by his
name without the title of “mister.”150 In 1918, Pri-
vate Charles Lewis was lynched in Hickman, Ken-
tucky, after he refused to empty his pockets while
wearing his Army uniform.151 Richard Wilkerson was
lynched in Manchester, Tennessee, in 1934 for al-
legedly slapping a white man who had assaulted a
black woman at an African American dance;152 white
men lynched Jeff Brown in 1916 in Cedarbluff, Mis-
sissippi, for accidentally bumping into a white girl as
he ran to catch a train;153 and in 1917, Sam Cates was
lynched for the offense of “annoying white girls” in
England, Arkansas.154

       
Law-abiding African Americans lived at risk of arbi-
trary and deadly mob violence.  These lynchings and
the threat of falling victim to the mobs who commit-
ted them sought to keep the African American com-
munity terrorized and in a constant state of fear.

Lynchings Based on 

Allegations of Crime

More than half of the lynching victims EJI docu-
mented were killed under accusation of committing
murder or rape.  The deep racial hostility that per-
meated Southern society during this time period
often served to focus suspicion on black communi-
ties after a crime was discovered, whether evidence
supported that suspicion or not.  This was especially
true in cases of violent crime against white victims.

It is dubious to claim that all or even most individu-
als lynched for violent offenses had committed
them, considering that whites’ accusations of rape
or murder were rarely subject to serious scrutiny
when lodged against black people.  In a strictly main-
tained racial caste system, the mere suggestion of
black-on-white violence could spark outrage, mob
violence, and murder before the judicial system
could act.  In this society, white lives held height-
ened value, while the lives of black people held little
or none.

Of the hundreds of black people lynched under ac-
cusation of rape and murder, nearly every one was
brutally killed without being legally convicted of any
offense.  When Berry Noyse was accused of killing
the local sheriff in Lexington, Tennessee, in 1918, an
angry mob lynched him in the courthouse square,
then dragged his body through the streets of town,
shot it dozens of times, and burned the body in the
middle of the street below hung banners that read,
“This is the way we do our bit.”155

Some lynching victims were demonstrably innocent
of the serious crimes alleged.  After a white woman
was raped in Lewiston, North Carolina, in 1918, a
black man named Peter Bazemore was accused of
the crime and lynched by a mob before an investi-
gation revealed that the real perpetrator had been
a white man wearing black makeup.156

Race, rather than the alleged offense, sealed lynch-
ing victims’ fates.  Lynching, a statement of racial ter-
ror and white supremacy, was largely reserved for
black suspects.  White people accused of murder or
rape during this era were much more likely to be
tried, convicted, and punished by the legal system
than by a mob.157 In Thomasville, Georgia, in 1930,
a black man named William Kirkland was arrested
for the alleged rape of a nine-year-old white girl, and
before a trial could be held, a mob of between fifty
and seventy-five white men seized him from the jail,
hung his body from a tree, riddled it with bullets,
and then dragged the corpse through town behind
a truck before depositing it on the courthouse
lawn.158 Just three days after Mr.  Kirkland’s lynch-
ing, an African American man named Lacy Mitchell
was lynched in Thomasville for testifying against a
white man accused of raping an African American
woman.  Mr. Mitchell, a key witness, was shot in his
home by four white men and died; the white defen-
dant was acquitted and released.159
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Lynching of Henry Smith in Paris, Texas, on February 1, 1893.  (Library of Congress/Getty Images.)
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Another public spectacle lynching took place in 1917
in Memphis, Tennessee, when a mob of twenty-five
men seized Ell Persons from a train that was trans-
porting him to stand trial for rape and murder.  The
mob had announced the lynching time and location
in advance, and thousands of people attended,
backing up traffic for miles.  Food and gum vendors
sold their wares to the many spectators as Mr. Per-
sons was doused with gasoline and set on fire.  A
ten-year-old black child was forced to sit next to the
fire and watch him die.  When members of the
crowd complained that Mr. Persons would die too
quickly if burned, the fire was extinguished, and at-
tendees fought over Mr. Person’s clothes and rem-
nants of the rope to keep as mementos.  Two men
cut off his ears for souvenirs, after which the head
of Mr. Person’s corpse was removed and thrown into
a crowd in Memphis’s black commercial district.164

Later that year, just a few hours away in Dyersburg,
Tennessee, Lation Scott was subjected to a brutal
and prolonged lynching after being accused of
“criminal assault.”  Thousands gathered near a va-
cant lot across the street from the downtown court-
house and children sat atop their parents’ shoulders
to get a better view as Mr. Scott’s clothes and skin
were ripped off with knives.  A mob tortured Mr.
Scott with a hot poker iron, gouging out his eyes,
shoving the hot poker down his throat and pressing
it all over his body before castrating him and burning
him alive over a slow fire.  Mr. Scott’s torturous
killing lasted more than three hours.165

Gruesome public spectacle lynchings traumatized
the African American community.  The crowds of
hundreds or thousands of white people attending as
participants or spectators included elected officials
and prominent citizens; white press coverage regu-
larly defended the lynchings as justified; and cursory
investigations rarely led to identifications of lynch
mob members, much less prosecutions.  White men,
women, and children fought over bloodied ropes,
clothing, and body parts, and proudly displayed
these “souvenirs” with no fear of punishment.166 In
Newnan, Georgia, in 1899, pieces of Sam Hose’s
heart, liver, and bones were sold after he was
lynched; that same year, spectators at the lynching
of Richard Coleman in Maysville, Kentucky, took
flesh, teeth, fingers, and toes from his corpse.167

Spectacle lynchings were preserved in photographs
that were made into postcards and distributed
unashamedly through the mail.168

These killings were not the actions of a few margin-
alized vigilantes or extremists; they were bold, pub-
lic acts that implicated the entire community and
sent a clear message that African Americans were
less than human, their subjugation was to be
achieved through any means necessary, and whites
who undertook the duty of carrying out lynchings
would face no legal repercussions.
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Less than thirty years later, Paris hosted a sec-
ond gruesome lynching.  In 1920, brothers Irv-
ing and Herman Arthur worked on a
white-owned farm where they suffered ongo-
ing abuse.  When the Arthurs decided to leave
in search of better working conditions, the
farm owners tried to stop them with gunfire
and then alleged that the Arthurs had
wounded them.  Soon after Irving and Her-
man were arrested and jailed, local whites
began posting signs throughout town adver-
tising their impending lynching.173

On July 6, 1920, a mob of 3000 gathered to
watch as both men were tied to a flagpole at
the fairgrounds, tortured, and burned to
death.  During the lynching, the Arthurs’ sis-
ters were jailed under the pretense of protec-
tion but then beaten and gang-raped by more
than twenty white men while in custody.
After the lynching, the brothers’ corpses were
chained to a car and driven through Paris’s
black community for hours.  A local sheriff in-
volved in the case later declared the brothers
had been guilty of no crime.174

Today, Paris is a small but vibrant and diverse
city of 25,000 people, with no historical mark-
ers to document either lynching.  A large Con-
federate memorial adorns the courthouse
lawn—a site of racial unrest in the twenty-
first century.

In 2008, a twenty-four-year-old black man
named Brandon McClelland was found dead
by a roadside in Paris.  An investigation deter-
mined he had been dragged behind or under
a vehicle as far as seventy feet.  Two white
men who spent several hours with Mr. Mc-
Clelland on the night he died were arrested
after blood reportedly was found on the un-
dercarriage of their truck.  When the local

prosecutor dropped all charges against the
men in 2009, citing a lack of evidence, racial
tensions flared.  Members of the local black
community rallying at the courthouse to
protest officials’ inaction were met with a
counter-protest by dozens of white suprema-
cists holding Confederate flags and shouting
“White Power!”  State police in riot gear were
called to quell the conflict.175

Paris’s deeply-rooted history of racial violence
and division, epitomized by the lynchings of
Henry Smith and Irving and Herman Arthur,
remains a force in the community today de-
spite efforts to forget and ignore that past.
“A black man’s life is still not worth a white
man’s life in Paris, Texas,” declared a black
man protesting at the courthouse in 2009.  “I
am 55 years old and I know racism when I see
it.  Paris, Texas, is eaten up with racism.”176

Jacqueline McClelland with a photo of her son 
Brandon McClelland (AP)

Founded in 1844, Paris, Texas, was named for
the famous French city and quickly became
the seat of Lamar County.169 By the start of
the Civil War, the town of 700 residents was
a center of farming and cattle ranching,170 and
28 percent of county residents were enslaved
black people.171 In the lynching era that fol-
lowed the Civil War and emancipation, Paris
was the site of repeated bloody racial terror.

In early 1893, a seventeen-year-old black boy
named Henry Smith was accused of killing a
three-year-old white girl.  Nearly a week after
the child’s death, a posse located Henry in

Hempstead County, Arkansas, and returned
him to Paris by train.  He was met at the sta-
tion on February 1, 1893, by a mob of thou-
sands of white people from across the state.
Henry was placed on a carnival float and car-
ried through the town to the county fair-
grounds, where he was forced to mount a
ten-foot-high platform.  Henry was brutally
tortured for nearly an hour in front of 10,000
people and then burned alive.  According to
an investigation by anti-lynching crusader Ida
B. Wells, Henry pleaded his innocence until
the end.172

Paris, Texas

Thousands watch as lynchers prepare to torture Henry Smith on a ten-foot-high platform at the county fairgrounds.  
(Library of Congress/Getty Images.)
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away from him and fired in self-defense.  A mob pur-
sued and quickly caught him.  Alerted of Mr. Flem-
ming’s offense, the local sheriff told the mob, “I’m
busy, just go ahead and lynch him.”182 They did.

In Hernando, Mississippi, in 1935, Reverend T. A. Allen
tried to start a sharecropper’s union among local im-
poverished and exploited black laborers.  When white
landowners learned that Reverend Allen was using his
pulpit to preach to the black community about union-
ization, they formed a mob, seized him, shot him
many times, and threw him into the Coldwater
River.183 Also in 1935, Joe Spinner Johnson, a share-
cropper and leader of the Sharecroppers’ Union in
Perry County, Alabama, was called from work by his
landlord and delivered into the hands of a white gang.
The gang tied Mr. Johnson “hog-fashion with a board
behind his neck and his hands and feet tied in front

of him” and beat him.  They took him to the jail in
Selma, Alabama, where other inmates heard him
being beaten and screaming.  Mr. Johnson’s mutilated
body was found several days later in a field near the
town of Greensboro.184

African Americans’ efforts to fight for economic
power and equal rights in the early twentieth cen-
tury—a prelude to the civil rights movement—were
violently repressed by whites who acted with im-
punity.  Whites used terrorism to relegate African
Americans to a state of second-class citizenship and
economic disadvantage that would last for genera-
tions after emancipation and create far-reaching con-
sequences.
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Lynchings Targeting the

Entire African American

Community

Most lynchings involved the killing of one or more

specific individuals, but some lynch mobs targeted

entire black communities by forcing black people to

witness lynchings and demanding that they leave

the area or face a similar fate.  After a lynching in

Forsyth County, Georgia, in 1912, white vigilantes

distributed leaflets demanding that all black people

leave the county or suffer deadly consequences; so

many black families fled that, by 1920, the county’s

black population had plunged from 1100 to just

thirty.177

To maximize lynching as a terrorizing symbol of
power and control over the black community, white
mobs frequently chose to lynch victims in a promi-
nent place inside the town’s African American dis-
trict.178 In 1918 in rural Unicoi County, Tennessee, a
group of white men sought a black man named
Thomas Devert who was accused of kidnapping a
white girl.  When the men found Mr. Devert crossing
a river with the girl in his arms, they shot him in the
head and the girl drowned.  Insisting that the entire
black community needed to witness Mr. Devert’s
fate, the enraged mob dragged his dead body to the
town railyard and built a funeral pyre.  The white
men then rounded up all sixty African American res-
idents and forced the men, women, and children to
watch the corpse burn.  These African Americans
and eighty black people who worked at a local
quarry were then told to leave the county within
twenty-four hours.179

In 1927, John Carter was accused of striking two

white women in Little Rock, Arkansas.  He was seized

by a mob, forced to jump from an automobile with

a noose around his neck, and shot 200 times.  The

mob then threw Mr. Carter’s mangled body across

an automobile and led a twenty-six-block procession

past city hall, through Little Rock’s black neighbor-

hoods, and toward Ninth Street, which was the black

community’s downtown center.  At 7:00 p.m. at

Broadway and Ninth Street, between the black com-

munity’s two most significant landmarks—Bethel

African American Episcopal Church and the Mosaic

Templars Building—rioting whites used pews seized

from the church to ignite a huge bonfire on the trol-

ley tracks.  They threw Mr. Carter’s body onto the

raging fire, which burned for the next three hours.180

The practice of terrorizing an entire African Ameri-

can community after lynching one alleged “wrong-

doer” demonstrates that Southern lynching during

this era was not to attain “popular justice” or retal-

iation for crime.  Rather, these lynchings were de-

signed for broad impact—to send a message of

domination, to instill fear, and sometimes to drive

African Americans from the community altogether.

Lynchings of Black 

People Resisting 

Mistreatment 

(1915-1940)

From 1915 to 1940, lynch mobs targeted African

Americans who protested being treated as second-

class citizens.  African Americans throughout the

South, individually and in organized groups, were

demanding the economic and civil rights to which

they were entitled.  In response, whites turned to

lynching.

In 1918, when Elton Mitchell of Earle, Arkansas, re-
fused to work on a white-owned farm without pay,
“prominent” white citizens of the city cut him into
pieces with butcher knives and hung his remains
from a tree.181 In 1927, Owen Flemming refused to
follow an overseer’s command to retrieve mules out
of a flooded district in Mellwood, Arkansas.  The
overseer pulled a gun, which Mr. Flemming wrestled
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Lynching in the South, 1877-1950

This report documents 4084 lynchings of black people
that occurred in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia be-
tween 1877 and 1950.  The data reveals telling trends
across time and region, including that lynchings
peaked between 1880 and 1940.  (See Figure 1.)

Mississippi, Georgia, and Louisiana had the highest
absolute number of African American lynching vic-
tims during this period.  (See Table 1.)  The rankings
change when the number of lynchings are consid-
ered relative to each state’s total population and
African American population.  Mississippi, Florida,
and Arkansas had the highest per capita rates of
lynching by total population, while Arkansas, Florida,
and Mississippi had the highest per capita rates of
lynching by African American population.  (See Ta-
bles 2 and 3.)

As shown in Figure 1, states exhibited noticeable
trends in the frequency of lynching.  Florida’s lynch-
ing rate spiked at an average of more than 1.5 lynch-
ings per 100,000 residents in the 1890s and
remained consistently higher than most other states
through the era’s end.  Mississippi’s rate of lynching
remained steady and high from 1880 to 1900, then
mirrored the region-wide declining trend from 1900
to 1940.  

The twenty-five counties with the highest rates of
lynchings of African Americans during this era are
located in eight of the twelve states studied:
Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, Tennessee, Georgia,
Kentucky, Texas, and Mississippi.  The terror of
lynching was not confined to a few outlier states.
Racial terror cast a shadow of fear across the region.
(See Tables 4 and 5.)
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Table 2:  Number of African Americans
Lynched Annually Per 100,000 Residents

in Southern States, 1880 to 1940

                                            
State                                  Per capita rate

Mississippi                        0.620
Florida                                0.556
Arkansas                            0.531
Louisiana                           0.454
Georgia                              0.380
Alabama                            0.278
South Carolina                 0.203
Tennessee                         0.163
Texas                                  0.137
Kentucky                           0.107
North Carolina                 0.082
Virginia                               0.066

Table 3:  Number of African Americans
Lynched Annually Per 100,000 African

American Residents in Southern States,
1880 to 1940

State                                     Per capita rate

Arkansas                              1.994
Florida                                  1.655
Mississippi                           1.151
Louisiana                             1.090
Kentucky                              0.957
Georgia                                 0.907
Texas                                     0.803
Tennessee                           0.776
Alabama                               0.693
South Carolina                   0.390
North Carolina                   0.269
Virginia                                 0.207

Table 1:  African American Lynching Victims by Southern State, 1877-1950

Alabama 361

Arkansas 492

Florida 311

Georgia 589

Kentucky 168

Louisiana 549

Mississippi 654

North Carolina 123

South Carolina 185

Tennessee 233

Texas 335

Virginia 84

Total 4084

Table 4:  
25 Counties With the Highest Rates of

Lynching (Per 100,000 Residents) in
Southern States, from 1880 to 1940

1       Phillips, AR  11.82 245

2       Lafayette, FL 4.54 13

3       Hernando, FL 4.14 11

4       Taylor, FL  3.12  14

5       Lafourche, LA  2.92  51

6       Lake, TN  2.66 13

7       Moore, TN 2.60 8

8       Early, GA 2.48 23

9       Fulton, KY 2.44 19

10     Baker, FL 2.41 7

11      Leflore, MS 2.38 48

12      Carroll, MS 2.33 29

13      Citrus, FL 2.21 7

14      Echols, GA 2.17 4

15      Oconee, GA 2.09 11

16     Baker, GA 2.00 9

17      Kemper, MS 2.00 24

18     Orange, FL 2.00 33

19     Sabine, TX 1.94 10

20     Brooks, GA 1.93 20

21      Columbia, FL 1.90 17

22     Stone, MS 1.87 7

23     West Carroll, LA 1.85 9

24     Calhoun, AR 1.83 10

25     Miller, GA 1.80 8

40

Table 5:  
25 Counties With the Most 
Lynching Victims, 1877-1950

Rank   County Lynchings

1.         Phillips, AR                    245

2.         Lafourche, LA              52

3-t.      Caddo, LA                      48

3-t.      Leflore, MS                   48

5.         Ouachita, LA                 38

6.        Fulton, GA                     35

7.         Orange, FL                     33

8-t.      Carroll, MS                    29

8-t.      Jefferson, AL                29

8-t.      Tensas, LA                     29

11-t.     Bossier, LA                    26

11-t.     Iberia, LA                       26

13-t.    Early, GA                        24

13-t.    Tangipahoa, LA           24

15-t.    Anderson, TX                22

15-t.    Hinds, MS                      22

15-t.    New Hanover, NC       22

18-t.    Brooks, GA                    20

18-t.    Columbia, FL                20

18-t.    Fulton, KY                     20

18-t.    Polk, FL                           20

18-t.    Shelby, TN                     20

23-t.    Dallas, AL                       19

23-t.    Lowndes, MS               19

23-t.    Marion, FL                     19
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MISSISSIPPI

1.         Leflore                 48

2.        Carroll                  29

3.        Kemper               24

4.        Hinds                    22

5.        Lowndes             19

6.        Yazoo                   18

7.        Lauderdale         16

8.        Amite                   14

8.        Bolivar                 14

8.        Warren                 14

NORTH CAROLINA

1.         New Hanover    22

2.        Chatham             6

2.        Granville              6

2.        Rowan                 6

5.        Johnston             4

6.        Buncombe          3

6.        Franklin               3

6.        Gaston                 3

6.        Iredell                   3

6.        Union                   3

6.        Washington       3

SOUTH CAROLINA

1.         Barnwell              15

1.         Greenwood        15

3.        Aiken                    13

4.        Laurens                11

4.        Orangeburg       11

6.        Colleton               10

7.        Florence              9

7.        York                      9

9.        Lexington           8

10.      Edgefield             6

10.      Hampton             6

TENNESSEE

1.         Shelby                  20

2.        Obion                   16

3.        Lake                      13

4.        Robertson           11

5.        Coffee                  8

5.        Lauderdale         8

5.        Marshall              8

5.        Moore                  8

9.        Dyer                      7

9.        Gibson                 7

TEXAS

1.         Anderson            22

2.        McLennan           15

3.        Harrison              14

4.        Sabine                  10

5.        Cass                      9

5.        Freestone           9

5.        Grimes                 9

6.        Bowie                   8

6.        Robertson          8

6.        Waller                   8

VIRGINIA

1.         Tazewell              7

2.        Danville                5

3.        Alleghany            3

3.        Halifax                 3

3.        Loudoun              3

3.        Newport News  3

3.        Russell                 3

3.        Wise                      3

3.        Wythe                  3
10.      Alexandria,          2

Amherst,
Brunswick,
Charlotte, Culpeper,
Fauquier,
Mecklenburg,
Nelson, Nottoway,
Page, Roanoke
(city), Sussex       

(Rank, County, Lynchings)(Rank, County, Lynchings)

ALABAMA

1.         Jefferson             29

2.        Dallas                   19

3.        Monroe               17

4.        Lowndes              16

5.        Pickens                15

6.        Elmore                 14

7.        Butler                   13

7.        Henry                   13

8.        Chilton                 12

8.        Montgomery     12

ARKANSAS

1.         Phillips              245

2.        Arkansas             18

3.        Lee                        15

4.        Monroe               12

5.        Little River          11

5.        Lonoke                11

5.        Ouachita             11

8.        Ashley                  10

8.        Calhoun               10

10.      Desha                   9

FLORIDA

1.         Orange                33

2.        Columbia             20

2.        Polk                      20

4.        Marion                 19

5.        Alachua               18

6.        Taylor                   15

7.        Madison              14

8.        Lafayette            13

9.        Suwannee           12

10.      Hernando            11

GEORGIA

1.         Fulton                  35

2.        Early                     24

3.        Brooks                 20

4.        Mitchell               11

4.        Oconee                11

5.        Baker                    10

5.         Bleckley               10

5.        Decatur               10

5.        Jasper                  10

5.        Montgomery     10

KENTUCKY

1.         Fulton                  20

2.        Logan                   12

3.        Todd                     7

4.        Graves                  6

4.        Shelby                  6

5.        McCracken         5

6.        Boone                  4

6.        Fayette                4

6.        Henderson          4

6.        Henry                   4

6.        Mason                  4

6.        Warren                 4

LOUISIANA

1.         Lafourche           52

2.        Caddo                   48

3.        Ouachita             38

4.        Tensas                  29

5.        Bossier                 26

5.        Iberia                    26

6.        Tangipahoa        24

7.        Concordia            16

7.        Morehouse         16

8.        Orleans                14

Table 6:  The Most Active Lynching Counties in Each Southern State, 1877-1950



crime, and violations of the racial order.  As
early as 1900, anti-lynching crusader Ida B.
Wells-Barnett gave a speech continuing her de-
nouncement of Southern lynching and also not-
ing the growing number of atrocities being
committed in other regions.  “So potent is the
force of example,” she told an audience in
Chicago, “that the lynching mania has spread
throughout the North and middle West.  It is
now no uncommon thing to read of lynchings
north of the Mason and Dixon’s line, and those
most responsible for this fashion gleefully point
to these instances and assert that the North is
no better than the South.”186

EJI found the highest numbers of documented
racial terror lynchings outside the South during
the lynching era in Oklahoma, Missouri, and Illi-
nois, and those totals were largely fueled by

acts of mass violence against entire black com-
munities that left many people dead, property
destroyed, and survivors traumatized.

In early July 1917, after several years of post-
war migration had increased the black popula-
tion of East St. Louis, Illinois, and created
economic competition for white residents,
white mobs in the city ambushed African Amer-
ican workers as they left factories during a shift

Lynching outside of the Southern states differed
from lynching within the South, largely in rela-
tion to the cultural and historical distinctions
between the regions.  “The Midwest and the
West were not as directly burdened by the
legacy of antebellum racial slavery,” writes
Michael J. Pfeifer.  “North and West of Dixie,
lynching also persisted into the middle decades
of the twentieth century, surfacing after allega-
tions of particularly heinous crimes and under
the influence of events such as African Ameri-
can in-migration and the heightened racism of
the Jim Crow era.”185

In addition to the 4084 documented lynchings
committed in the South between 1877 and
1950, EJI has documented more than 300 racial
terror lynchings of black people that took place
in other parts of the United States during the
same period.  The vast majority of these 341
lynchings were concentrated in eight states:  Illi-
nois, Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, Ohio,
Oklahoma, and West Virginia.  Though the num-
bers were lower, mirroring the lower concentra-
tion of black residents in these states, racial
terror lynchings committed outside the South
featured many of the same characteristics.

When black people moved and built communi-
ties outside the South in growing numbers dur-
ing the lynching era, they were often targeted
and violently terrorized in response to racialized
economic competition, unproven allegations of

Black people outside the

South were targeted and violently

terrorized in response to

racialized economic competition,

unproven allegations of crime, and

violations of the racial order. 

Horace Duncan and Fred

Coker were seized from a

Springfield, Missouri, jail, hanged

from a tower near the town

square, and burned and shot

before a crowd of 5000 white

men, women, and children.

FIGURE 1:  Number of African Americans Lynched Annually Per 100,000 Residents 
in Southern States, 1880 to 1940

Table 7:  Non-Southern States with Highest Number of 
Racial Terror Lynchings

1. Oklahoma 76

2. Missouri 60

3. Illinois 56

4. West Virginia 35

5. Maryland 28

6. Kansas 19

7. Indiana 18

8. Ohio 15

Lynching Outside the South, 1877-1950
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black communities.  On June 15, 1920, in Du-
luth, Minnesota, a mob of 5000 people lynched
three black men named Isaac McGhee, Elmer
Jackson, and Nathan Green.  After seizing the
men from jail, where they were being held on
charges of assault, the mob ignored the pleas of
a local white clergyman to spare the young
men, and hanged them from a light pole.194

      
In Omaha, Nebraska, in October 1891, thou-
sands of white people gathered to seize George
Smith, a black man, from the local jail after he
was accused of assault.  Though he had an alibi
and most reports of the alleged crime were
false, the mob beat Mr. Smith, dragged him
through the streets with a rope around his neck,
and then hanged him from telephone wires in
front of a local opera house.  Despite the severe
physical injuries inflicted, the coroner concluded
that Mr. Smith had died of “fright.”  As a result,
seven white men, including the local police cap-

tain, who were arrested for coordinating the
lynching were never prosecuted.195

More than twenty-five years later, another
Omaha lynching led to death and destruction
for black residents.  After a black man named
Will Brown was accused of attempting to as-
sault a white woman, a mob set the local court-
house on fire and pulled him from the jail.  The
mob beat Mr. Brown, hanged him from a tele-
graph post, riddled his body with bullets, and
then dragged his burning corpse through the
streets until it was mutilated beyond recogni-
tion.  The violence soon spread into a “riot” that
destroyed property throughout Omaha’s black
community.  Fragments of the rope used to
hang Mr. Brown were sold for ten cents as sou-
venirs to white spectators.196 An infamous pho-
tograph of Will Brown’s charred corpse is
among the most inhumane images of lynching
in America that survive today.

change.  The violence soon spread, surging to
an attack on the city’s black neighborhoods.
Over the course of three days, the area suffered
more than $400,000 in property damage; at
least several dozen African American men,
women, and children were shot, hanged,
beaten to death, or burned alive after being
driven into burning buildings; and an estimated
6000 black residents—more than half the city’s
black population—fled.187

Just a few years later, in 1921, a black elevator
operator named Dick Rowland was arrested in
Tulsa, Oklahoma, after a misunderstanding led
to rumors that he had attacked a white woman.
Though charges against Mr. Rowland were soon
dropped and he was released, a white mob
quickly gathered to lynch him. When the black
community banded together to help the young
man leave town, the mob indiscriminately at-
tacked the prosperous local black residential
and business district known as Greenwood.
Over the next two days, the mob killed at least
thirty-six black people, displaced many more,
and destroyed the once vibrant community.  No
member of the mob was ever convicted.188

Racial terror lynchings outside the South were
often brutal and brazen public spectacles.  In
April 1906, two black men named Horace Dun-
can and Fred Coker were accused of rape in
Springfield, Missouri. Though both men had al-
ibis confirmed by their employer, a mob refused
to wait for a trial.  Instead, the mob seized both
men from jail, hanged them from Gottfried
Tower near the town square, and burned and
shot their corpses while a crowd of 5000 white
men, women, and children watched.189 News-
papers later reported that both men were inno-
cent of the rape allegation.190

In Okemah, Oklahoma, a black woman named
Laura Nelson and her teenaged son, L.W., were
kidnapped from jail before they could stand trial
on murder charges in May 1911.  Members of
the mob reportedly raped Ms. Nelson before
hanging her and her son from a bridge over the
Canadian River.191

On August 7, 1930, a large white mob used tear
gas, crowbars, and hammers to break into the
Grant County Jail in Marion, Indiana, to seize
and lynch three young black men who had been
accused of murder and assault.  Thomas Shipp
and Abram Smith, both 19 years old, were se-
verely beaten and hanged, while the third
young man, 16-year-old James Cameron, was
badly beaten but not killed.  Photographs of the
brutal lynching were shared widely, featuring
clear images of the crowd posing beneath the
hanging corpses, but no one was ever prose-
cuted or convicted.192 The haunting images in-
spired writer Abel Meeropol to compose the
poem that later became the song Strange

Fruit.193

Even in states with sparse black populations and
very few documented racial terror lynchings, vi-
olent attacks terrorized small and vulnerable
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people lynched three black men

in 1920.
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Will Brown from the World-Herald, 1919.
(Nebraska State Historical Society.)

47



Federal inaction from
a Republican-con-
trolled government
weakened black vot-
ers’ loyalty to the
“party of Lincoln.”205

In 1885, Democrats
won the White
House for the first
time since the Civil
War.206 Rather than work to regain black voters’ sup-
port by addressing concerns like lynching, Northern
Republicans conspired with their political opponents
to remove African Americans from the national po-
litical scene altogether.  In November 1885, journal-
ist, activist, and anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells
wrote an editorial critiquing both parties’ failure to
serve the black electorate:

“I am not a Democrat [because] the Democ-
rats considered me a chattel and possibly
might have always so considered me, be-
cause their record from the beginning has
been inimical to my interests; because they
had become notorious in their hatred of the
Negro as a man, have refused him the bal-
lot, have murdered, beaten and outraged
him and refused him his rights.  I am not a
Republican, because . . . a Republican
Supreme Court revoked a law of a Republi-
can Congress and sent the Negro back home
for justice to those whom the Republican
party had taught the Negro to fear and hate.
Because they care no more for the Negro
than the Democrats do, and because even
now, and since their defeat last November,
the Republican head and the New York Re-
publican Convention are giving vent to ut-
terances and passing resolutions

recommending
State rights, and
the taking from
the Negro—for
the reason his
vote is not
counted, but rep-
resented in the
Electoral College,

that they claim his
gratitude for giving—the ballot.”207

By 1886, a “New South” controlled by white su-
premacist leaders was largely established.  The dom-
inant political narrative blamed lynching on its
victims, insisting that brutal mob violence was the
only appropriate response to the growing scourge
of black men raping white women.208 Northern ac-
ademics promoting the field of “scientific racism”
concocted theories to legitimate the claim that black
men were dangerous subhumans predisposed to
rape.  By the late 1880s, numerous American schol-
ars viewed African Americans as “a race that was de-
volving on the scale of civilization and becoming
increasingly dangerous.”209 University of Pennsylva-
nia professor Daniel G. Brinton, who later became
president of the International Congress of Anthro-
pology and the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science, opined in 1890 that black
people had regressed to “midway between the
Orang-utang and the European white.”210 Brown
University sociologist Lester Ward likewise con-
cluded in 1930 that the black man was compelled
by the “imperious voice of nature to rape white
women and thus raise his race to a little higher
level.”211 It would be another two decades before
liberal anthropologists and other social scientists de-
bunked these malicious myths, marking a turning
point in the public discourse about race.212
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The lynching era was fueled by the movement to re-
store white supremacy and domination, but North-
ern and federal officials who failed to act as black
people were terrorized and murdered enabled this
campaign of racial terrorism.  For more than six
decades, as Southern whites used lynching to en-
force a post-slavery system of racial dominance,
white officials outside the South watched and did lit-
tle.

Turning a Blind Eye

to Lynching:  

Northern and Federal

Complicity

Congress made efforts to pass federal anti-lynching
bills throughout the lynching era, but Southern
white representatives predictably and consistently
protested so-called federal interference in local af-
fairs.197 Southern states passed their own anti-lynch-
ing laws to demonstrate that federal legislation was
unnecessary,198 but refused to enforce them.  Very
few white people were convicted of murder for
lynching a black person in America during this pe-
riod,199 and of all lynchings committed after 1900,
only 1 percent resulted in a lyncher being convicted
of a criminal offense.200

After Reconstruction, many Northern politicians em-
braced the goal of “sectional reconciliation” and dis-
avowed federal authority to prosecute lynchers in
the South.  The United States Supreme Court’s 1876
decision in Cruikshank, which limited Congress’s
power to pass laws deemed to effect local concerns,
helped to create more political and rhetorical hur-
dles to combat the coming crisis of lynching.201

Throughout the lynching era, as thousands of black
people were killed and countless more were terror-
ized by racial violence, Congress repeatedly failed to
muster enough votes to pass any of the anti-lynch-
ing statutes proposed, largely due to arguments that
no such law could withstand a constitutional test
under the Court’s Reconstruction-era precedent.202

Further, the majority opinion in Cruikshank had de-
clared—barely a decade after emancipation—that
formerly-enslaved people had reached the “stage in
the progress of his elevation when he takes the rank
of a mere citizen, and ceases to be the special fa-
vorite of the laws,” and thus had no claim to special-
ized legal protection.203 Southern officials seized on
this rhetoric and argued that, because lynching pri-
marily affected black people, federal lynching legis-
lation constituted racial “favoritism” and reprised
what most regarded as failed Reconstruction-era
policies.204
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Enabling an Era of Lynching:  

Retreat, Resistance, and Refuge
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Opposition to 

Lynching

With fading voting power and few allies in either na-
tional political party, African Americans undertook
their own efforts to combat the terror of lynching
through grassroots activism.  Black people targeted
members of the white lynch mobs for economic re-
taliation by boycotting their businesses, refusing to
work for them, and setting fire to their property.219

To thwart lynching attempts, black people risked se-
rious harm to hide fugitives, organized sentinels to
guard prisoners against lynch mobs,220 and engaged
in armed self-defense.221

Black anti-lynching activists like journalists Ida B.
Wells222 and T. Thomas Fortune and Tuskegee soci-
ologist Monroe Work harnessed the growing power
of the black press.223 Their articles demanded that
lynch mobs be held accountable for committing
murder and launched a public education campaign
to combat the spread of misinformation and dispute 

the myth of widespread black-on-white rape.224

Black advocates also formed national anti-lynching
organizations and petitioned for legislation and offi-
cial intervention in response to lynchings.225

In February 1898, a white mob in Lake City, South
Carolina, set fire to the home of the Baker family and
riddled it with gunshots, killing Frazier Baker and his
infant daughter, Julia, and leaving his wife and five
surviving children wounded and traumatized.  Baker,
a black man, had aroused the hatred of the predom-
inately white community when President William
McKinley appointed him to the position of local
postmaster.  After efforts to have Baker removed
from the post failed, local whites resorted to mob
violence.226 The murder prompted a national cam-
paign of letter-writing, activism, and advocacy
spearheaded by Wells and others, which ultimately
persuaded President McKinley to order a federal in-
vestigation that resulted in the prosecution of
eleven white men implicated in the Baker lynching.
Despite ample evidence, an all-white jury refused to
convict any of the defendants.

Meanwhile, Southern white politicians relied on
“lynching and vigilantism as instruments of political
terrorism”213  to recreate state governments based
in white supremacy and worked hard to defeat pro-
posed federal laws that would have protected black
citizens’ voting rights.  Southern officials branded
proposed voter protection legislation a “Force Bill”
that would trample states’ rights and create a dan-
gerous “new Reconstruction” in which increased
black voting would arouse black criminality.214 Its
success in defeating efforts to protect and restore
black Americans’ voting rights allowed the South-
ern-dominated Democratic Party to win the White
House and a majority of Congress in 1892—just as
the national lynching rate soared.  The Republican
Party responded to its electoral defeat by abandon-
ing racial equality as a platform; it “defected entirely
to the resurgent white supremacist order,” and in
1896 regained power by running “strictly as a party
of economic interests, not civil rights.”215

By the start of the twentieth century, national lead-
ers had learned to profitably employ popular white
supremacist views and pro-lynching rhetoric.  In
1906, President Theodore Roosevelt declared that
“the greatest existing cause of lynching is the per-
petration, especially by black men, of the hideous
crime of rape.”216 “Let [the black man] keep his
hands off white women,” the Memphis Avalanche-

Appeal editorialized, “and lynching will soon die
out.”217 “[If] it requires lynching to protect woman’s
dearest possession from ravening, drunken human
beasts,” white women’s rights activist Rebecca Fel-
ton wrote in the Atlanta Journal in 1898, “then I say
lynch a thousand a week if necessary.”218
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Protestors demand that President Truman take action against lynching, 1946.   (Bettmann/Getty Images.)
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Black efforts to combat racial violence during the
lynching era spawned many important black organ-
izations, including the nation’s most effective and
longstanding, the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP).  The NAACP
formed in direct response to racial attacks in Spring-
field, Illinois, in 1908—an outbreak of violence that
shocked Northerners and demonstrated that lynch-
ing was not only a Southern phenomenon.235 When
it officially launched in 1910, the NAACP’s president,
treasurer, board chair, and secretary were all white
men; the organization was one of the first in Amer-
ica in which white and black, male and female mem-
bers worked side by side on a public level.236 When
the NAACP made lynching a primary focus in
1912,237 its support in the black community soared.
By 1919, 310 chapters boasted 91,203 members na-
tionwide.238 Black scholar and activist W. E. B. Du

Bois served as editor of the NAACP news magazine
The Crisis.  By 1919, the magazine had a circulation
of 100,000 and soon became the most influential
race publication in the country’s history.239

Due in large part to the racist propaganda dissemi-
nated during World War I240 and the nationwide out-
break of racial violence that characterized the “Red
Summer” of 1919,241 lynching became a major na-
tional issue by the 1920s.  The NAACP launched a re-
newed campaign for federal anti-lynching legislation
that succeeded in winning passage of the Dyer anti-
lynching bill in the House of Representatives on Jan-
uary 26, 1922, by a vote of 231-119.242 Southern
lawmakers mobilized against the bill in the Senate,
resurrecting familiar objections demanding “states’
rights,”243 alleging racial favoritism, and warning of
the threat of black rapists.  Southern representatives
appealed to racial division by accusing the law’s sup-
porters of promoting an unconstitutional bill to sat-
isfy “Negro agitators”244 and shield rapists from
justice.245 Tennessee Representative Finis J. Garrett
suggested the bill’s title be amended to read, “A bill
to encourage rape.”246 In the end, Southern Democ-
rats filibustered the Dyer bill in the Senate and, on
December 4, 1922, it was officially abandoned.247

Anti-lynching crusader Ida Bell Wells was born into
slavery in Holly Springs, Mississippi, in 1862.227 At
age eighteen, she moved to Memphis to work as
a teacher and at age twenty-two, she sued the
Chesapeake & Ohio & Southeastern Railroad Com-
pany for forcibly removing her from a train after
she refused to be reseated in a segregated car.
Though she ultimately lost the case, the effort
foreshadowed her lifelong fight against racial in-
justice.228

An avid reader and writer, Ms. Wells became a
popular columnist in black newspapers while in
Memphis, eventually rising to editor and part
owner of the local Free Speech and Headlight.229

She regularly used the platform to criticize racial
inequality.  When Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell,
and Henry Stewart—three black men and friends
of Ms. Wells—were brutally lynched in Memphis
in March 1892 for defending their grocery business
against white attackers, she immediately pub-
lished an editorial urging Memphis’s black commu-
nity to “save our money and leave a town which
will neither protect our lives and property, nor
give us a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out
and murders us in cold blood when accused by
white persons.”230 

More than 6000 African Americans heeded the
call, but Ms. Wells stayed to promote the move-
ment she had begun.  In May 1892, she published
another editorial that challenged the claim that
lynching was necessary to protect white woman-
hood.  In response, Memphis’s white newspapers
denounced and derided Ms. Wells as a “black
scoundrel.”  On May 27, 1892, while she was visit-
ing Philadelphia, a white mob attacked and de-
stroyed the Free Speech and Headlight office and
threatened her with bodily harm if she returned.231

Ms. Wells relocated to New York, where she con-
tinued her anti-lynching efforts by writing for the
New York Age, publishing several anti-lynching
pamphlets, and embarking on a speaking tour

through the Northern states and Britain, where
she decried the atrocities of lynching and urged
federal and international intervention.232 Ulti-
mately settling in Chicago, Ms. Wells became Mrs.
Wells-Barnett and raised five children while collab-
orating with leaders like Frederick Douglass and
W. E. B. Du Bois; helping to found the NAACP; or-
ganizing legal aid for victims of the 1918 race riots;
publicly challenging racism within the women’s
rights movement; and remaining the nation’s fore-
most anti-lynching crusader for forty years.233

In the preface to her 1892 pamphlet, Southern Hor-

rors, Ida B. Wells-Barnett described the goal of her
life’s work:  “The Afro American is not a bestial
race.  If this work can contribute in any way to-
ward proving this, and at the same time arouse
the conscience of the American people to a de-
mand for justice to every citizen, and punishment
by law for the lawless, I shall feel I have done my
race a service.  Other considerations are of minor
importance.”234 She died of natural causes in
Chicago in 1931, as the terror of the lynching era
still raged and before the legacy of her tireless
dedication was fully realized.
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NAACP Youth Council anti-lynching protest in Times Square, New York, 1937. (Picture History.)

(Wikimedia Commons)
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When national lynching rates declined markedly in
the 1930s, NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White
attributed the trend to these shifts in the public dis-
course and to anti-lynching activism, as well as to
the Great Migration.255 Beginning during World War
I and continuing through the end of the 1940s, mas-
sive numbers of African Americans fled the South’s
racial caste system to seek opportunity and security
in the Northeast, West, and Midwest.  Within a sin-
gle decade, the black populations of Georgia and
South Carolina declined by 22 percent and 24 per-
cent, respectively.256 Investigating these relocation
trends, the United States Department of Labor ob-
served that one of the “more effective causes of the
exodus . . . is the Negroes’ insecurity from mob vio-
lence and lynchings.”257

Black flight in the face of violent racial terrorism was
not a new or mysterious Southern phenomenon.
“Tell my people to go West, there is no justice for
them here” were the last words of lynching victim
Thomas Moss, and thousands of black residents left
Memphis after he and two others were lynched
there in 1898.258 When parts of Georgia experi-
enced a mass black exodus after gruesome lynchings
in 1915 and 1916, the local planters “attributed the
movement from their places to the fact that the
lynching parties had terrorized their Negroes.”259

In a brutal environment of racial subordination and
terror, faced with the constant threat of harm, close
to six million black Americans fled the South be-
tween 1910 and 1970.  Many left behind their
homes, families, and employment after a lynching
or near-lynching rendered home too unsafe a place
to remain.  Many shared the experience of George
Starling, a young black man working in the orange
groves of Eustis, Florida, in 1944, who fled for his life
after word spread that he was seeking better work-
ing conditions.  “Men had been hanged for far less .
. . And there would be no protecting him if he
stayed.”260

Though the growth of Northern cities and wartime
industrial work increased the volume of black move-
ment out of the South, the terror of lynching and
other racial violence had long made the South a ten-
uous homeland for black Americans.  In a letter pub-
lished in the Chicago Defender, one black migrant
explained, “After twenty years of seeing my people
lynched for any offense from spitting on a sidewalk
to stealing a mule, I made up my mind that I would
turn the prow of my ship toward the part of the
country where the people at least made a pretense
at being civilized.”261

In each successive decade of the Great Migration,
the number of lynchings in the South declined as
black departures from the region rose.262 In 1952,
for the first time since the Tuskegee Institute began
tabulating records in 1882, a full year passed with
no recorded lynchings in the United States.263

The NAACP continued to push for federal anti-lynch-
ing legislation into the 1930s.  Though white su-
premacist Southern Democrats continued to use the
filibuster to defeat proposed bills,248 the NAACP’s
campaign decrying lynching as “America’s shame”
helped turn the tide of public opinion—including in
the South.  In 1919, a group of primarily white
Southerners formed the anti-lynching Committee on
Interracial Cooperation in Atlanta, and in 1930, it
launched the Association of Southern Women to
Prevent Lynching (ASWPL).  By 1940, the ASWPL
claimed 40,000 supporters,249 and by 1937, Gallup
polls showed overwhelming white support for anti-
lynching legislation.250

The NAACP’s campaign persuaded some Southern
newspapers to oppose lynching because it was dam-
aging the South’s image and economic prospects.251

By the mid-1930s, “forward-looking white Southern-
ers were compelled to adopt the position that lynch-
ing was barbaric and disgraceful, even as they
continued to defend white supremacy or rail against
black criminality.”252 Also, in the 1940s, for the first
time in four decades the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation increased investigations of lynchings,253 and
the Department of Justice began using NAACP
lawyer Charles Hamilton Houston’s legal theory that
the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871 created federal jurisdic-
tion over such crimes.254
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Howard University students protest outside the National Crime Conference in Washington, DC, 1934.   (Bettmann/Gety Images.)
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When the era of racial terror and widespread lynching ended in the mid-twentieth century, it left behind
a nation and an American South fundamentally altered by decades of systematic community-based violence
against black Americans.  The effects of the lynching era echoed through the latter half of the twentieth
century.  African Americans continued to face violent intimidation when they transgressed social boundaries
or asserted their civil rights, and the criminal justice system continued to target people of color and victimize
African Americans.  These legacies have yet to be confronted.

Violent Intimidation and 

Opposition to Equality

After the rate of lynchings abated, the central feature of the era of racial terror—violence against black
Americans—took new forms.  The social forces and racial animus that made lynching a frequent occurrence
and constant threat in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries remained deeply rooted in Amer-
ican culture, and violent intimidation continued to be used to preserve social control and white supremacy.
African Americans in the South faced violence, threats, and intimidation in myriad areas of daily life, with
no protection from the justice system.
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Lynchings of Mexican

Nationals

Lynching and racial violence in border states of the South and Southwest from 1849
to 1928 targeted Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans, who were shot en masse
and lynched by mobs that often included Texas Rangers and other law enforcement
officials.  

While these lynchings frequently took place after an allegation of crime, Latino people,
like African Americans, were considered undeserving of arrest and trial, and some were
lynched not for crimes but for social transgressions such as “practicing witchcraft,”
suing a white person, or yelling “Viva Diaz.” 

Researchers estimate that hundreds of Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans
were lynched in the South and Southwest during this period, and have identified 232
lynchings in Texas alone.  

Scholars have argued that these lynchings in border states served to establish white
economic, political, and social dominance in the border areas acquired by the United
States following the war with Mexico.  Violence forced Mexican residents of territory
newly claimed by the United States to flee their homes, allowing whites to seize their
land and natural resources.264

Martin Luther King Jr. being booked at the Montgomery Jail in 1958 for civil rights activism.   (Charles Moore/Getty Images.)

Confronting Lynching
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Black Southerners who survived the lynching era re-
mained subject to the established legal system of
racial apartheid known as Jim Crow.  As organized
resistance to this racial caste system began to swell
in the early 1950s, black demonstrators were met
with violent opposition from white police officers
and community members.  Black activists protesting
racial segregation and disenfranchisement through
boycotts, sit-ins, voter registration drives, and mass
marches consistently faced physical attacks, riots,
and bombings from whites.

As a leader of the nonviolent protest movement,
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. challenged white
law enforcement officials and private citizens who
issued death threats, physically assaulted him at
public lectures, and bombed his Montgomery, Ala-
bama, home while his wife and infant daughter were
inside.  Police attacked demonstrators during highly
publicized events like Bloody Sunday in Selma, Ala-
bama, in 1965.  Even black children engaging in
peaceful demonstrations were at great risk of harm
and death.  In 1963, four young girls were killed
when the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birm-
ingham, Alabama, was bombed, and that year, more

than 700 black children protesting racial segregation
in the city were arrested, blasted with fire hoses,
clubbed by police, and attacked by police dogs.

Closely mirroring the era of lynching, police in Mis-
sissippi facilitated the extrajudicial murders of civil
rights workers Andrew Goodman, James Chaney,
and Michael Schwerner in 1964 by delivering the
men to a white mob after detaining them for an al-
leged traffic violation.  A mob of Ku Klux Klansmen,
who had gathered during the several hours the
three young men were held in jail, was ready and
waiting to seize and murder them upon release.265

Just as lynchings had been justified in the preceding
decades, these violent incidents were defended as
necessary to maintain “law and order.”

As organized resistance to the

racial caste system swelled in the

early 1950s, black demonstrators

faced violent opposition from white

police and community members. 
On Tuesday, October 6, 1903, a mob of masked
men took Ed McCollum, a black citizen of Grant
County, Arkansas, from the county jail in Sheridan.
The men tied him to a tree on the lawn of the
county courthouse in the town’s center square
and shot him to death, leaving his body “riddled
with bullets.”266 Mr. McCollum had been in the
county jail since the previous Saturday for wound-
ing a local constable during an arrest.267 Newspa-
per coverage of the lynching was terse and
matter-of-fact, a reflection of how common such
extrajudicial killings of African Americans had be-
come during this time and in this region.

The town of Sheridan remained a hostile environ-
ment for African Americans in the following
decades, but some found work at the local sawmill
and built a small, resilient black community.  

In May 1954, four days after the United States
Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Educa-

tion banned racial segregation in public schools,
Sheridan’s school board unanimously voted to in-
tegrate its junior high and high schools.268 Under
the vote, twenty-one black students would join six
hundred white students in upper school that fall
and were guaranteed a discrimination-free expe-
rience in athletics, cafeteria service, and school
dances.269 Younger black students would continue
to attend the local two-room segregated lower
school.270 The district’s swift move toward inte-
gration, which made Sheridan the first community
in the South to take such action after Brown, was
likely influenced by the fact that the town was
spending nearly $5000 per year to maintain segre-
gation by busing black high school students to a
segregated school twenty-five miles away.271

Just one day after the school board’s historic vote,
hundreds of Sheridan’s white residents organized
a protest meeting in the high school gymnasium.
In response, the school board unanimously re-

scinded its integration resolution, citing a “sincere
desire to be representatives of our patrons in
school matters.”272 Unsatisfied, several hundred
white citizens circulated a petition calling for the
resignation of the entire school board; all but one
member ultimately stepped down.

Jack Williams, owner of the local sawmill and land-
lord for most of its employees, then approached
black families living on his property and demanded
that they let him move their wooden shack homes
to Malvern, twenty miles to the west, or he would
evict them and burn their homes to the ground.
Of course, the black sawmill workers moved to
Malvern, and much of Sheridan’s black community
followed.273

Recently, James Seawood, a black man who at-
tended Sheridan’s segregated elementary school
as a child, recalled marveling at the white school’s
huge building, marching band, and football team
from atop the sawmill’s lumber stacks before re-
turning to his own two-room school with two
teachers and outdoor toilets.  Mr. Seawood’s
mother was the last black teacher in Sheridan.
Just before they left town, they watched a bull-
dozer dig a large hole and push the entire school
into the ground, then cover it up, wiping out all ev-
idence of its existence.274

Much of Sheridan’s racial history of lynching, seg-
regation, and violent intimidation has also been
buried.  The town remained completely white for
decades, and its public schools did not desegre-
gate until 1992, when the school districts of two
small interracial communities nearby consolidated
with the larger district.  Even then, Sheridan’s
white parents and students yelled racial epithets
during high school sporting events against inter-
racial teams.  In 2014, less than 2 percent of the
town’s residents were African American.275

Sheridan, Arkansas



Lynching also directly fostered the racialization of
criminality.  Whites defended vigilante violence
aimed at black people as a necessary tactic of self-
preservation to protect property, families, and the
Southern way of life from dangerous black criminals.
The link between lynching and the image of African
Americans as “criminal” and “dangerous” was some-
times explicit, such as when lynchings occurred in re-
sponse to allegations of criminal behavior.  In other
cases, white mobs justified lynching as a preemptive
strike against the threat of black violent crime.

Decades of racial terror in the American South re-
flected and reinforced a view that African Americans
were dangerous criminals who posed a threat to in-
nocent white citizens.  Although the Constitution’s
presumption of innocence is a bedrock principle of
American criminal justice, African Americans were
assigned a presumption of guilt.

America has never addressed the effects of racial vi-
olence, the criminalization of African Americans, and
the critical role these phenomena have played in

shaping the American criminal justice system, partic-
ularly in the South.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964, a sig-
nature legal achievement of the civil rights
movement, contains provisions designed to elimi-
nate discrimination in voting, education, and em-
ployment, but it does not address discrimination in
criminal justice.  Though the most insidious tool of
racial subordination throughout the era of racial ter-
ror and its aftermath, the criminal justice system re-
mains the institution in American life least impacted
by the civil rights movement.  Similarly, the system’s
endorsement of racist myths of black criminality has
never been meaningfully confronted.  The unprece-
dented level of mass incarceration in America today
is a contemporary manifestation of these past distor-
tions and abuses that continues to limit the oppor-
tunities of our nation’s most vulnerable.
A s As   
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Racially-Biased 

Criminal Justice and

Mass Criminalization

Lynching and racial terror profoundly compromised
the criminal justice system.  Extrajudicial mob vio-
lence operated hand-in-hand with legal execution as
a means of exercising lethal social control over the
black population.  Neither lynching nor “legal exe-
cutions” required reliable findings of guilt, and  com-
plicit law enforcement officers handed over
prisoners to the lynch mob.276

Southern courts were deeply embedded in the ex-
ploitation of black workers in the South long after
the formal abolition of slavery.  States exploited the
Thirteenth Amendment’s exemption for prisoners
by passing “Black Codes” and convict leasing laws
that branded black people as criminals to facilitate
their reenslavement for state profit.277 Further, al-
though the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and Supreme
Court rulings banned racial discrimination in jury se-
lection,278 local officials barred African Americans
from serving on juries.279 African Americans “virtu-
ally disappeared from the Southern jury box by
1900, even in counties where they constituted an
overwhelming majority of the local population,”280

which reinforced the impunity under which lynching
flourished.281 The fairness of the judicial system was
wholly compromised for African Americans, and the
courts operated as tools of their subjugation.
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Prisoners from Limestone Correctional Facility in Alabama work on a “chain gang” as punishment, 1995.  (© Andrew Holbrooke/Getty Images.)
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Protest rally for black teens criminally prosecuted for a fight over a “lynching tree” in Jena, Louisiana, 2007.  (AP.)

Lynching racialized criminality.

African Americans were assigned a

presumption of guilt.



cumstances, the quiet acquiescence of the people
to submit to a legal trial, and their good behavior
throughout, left no alternative to the board of su-
pervisors but to grant the almost universal de-
mand for a public execution.”287 Mobs often
succeeded in forcing a public hanging in Southern
states where the practice was illegal.

In Sumterville, Florida, in 1902, a black man named
Henry Wilson was convicted of murder in a trial
that lasted just two hours and forty minutes.  To
mollify the mob of armed whites that filled the
courtroom, the judge promised the death sen-
tence would be carried out by public hanging, de-
spite state law prohibiting public executions.  Even
so, when the execution was set for a later date,
the enraged mob threatened, “We’ll hang him be-
fore sundown, governor or no governor.”288

Florida officials quickly moved up the date, author-
ized Mr. Wilson to be hanged before a jeering
mob, and congratulated themselves on the
“avoided” lynching.

By 1915, court-ordered executions outpaced lynch-
ings in the former slave states for the first time.289

Two-thirds of those executed in the 1930s were
black,290 and the trend continued.  As African
Americans fell to just 22 percent of the South’s
population between 1910 and 1950, they consti-
tuted 75 percent of those executed in the South
during that period.291

In the 1940s and 1950s, the NAACP’s Legal De-
fense Fund (LDF) began a multi-decade litigation
strategy to challenge the American death penalty
— which was most active in the South — as
racially-biased and unconstitutional.292 They won
in Furman v. Georgia in 1972 when the United
States Supreme Court struck down Georgia’s
death penalty statute, holding that capital punish-
ment too closely resembled “self-help, vigilante
justice, and lynch law” and that “if any basis can be
discerned for the selection of these few to be sen-
tenced to die, it is the constitutionally impermissi-
ble basis of race.”293
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As early as the 1920s, lynchings were disfavored
because of the “bad press” they garnered.  South-
ern legislatures shifted to capital punishment so
that legal and ostensibly unbiased court proceed-
ings could serve the same purpose as vigilante vi-
olence:  satisfying the lust for revenge.283

The most famous attempted “legal lynching”
likely is that of the so-called Scottsboro Boys —
nine young African Americans charged with raping
two white women in Scottsboro, Alabama, in 1931.
White mobs converged outside the courtroom
during the trial to demand that the accused be ex-
ecuted.  Represented by incompetent lawyers, the
nine were convicted by all-white, all-male juries
within two days, and all but the youngest were
sentenced to death.  When the NAACP and others

launched a national movement to challenge the
cursory proceedings, “the white people of Scotts-
boro did not understand the reaction.  After all,
they did not lynch the accused; they gave them a
trial.”284 Many defendants of the era learned that
being sentenced to death rather than lynched did
little to increase the fairness of trial, reliability of
conviction, or justness of sentence.  

Northern states had abolished public executions
by 1850, but some Southern states authorized the
practice until 1938.285 Public hangings were often
racialized displays intended to deter mob lynch-
ings more than individual crimes.286 Following Will
Mack’s execution by public hanging in Brandon,
Mississippi, in 1909, the Brandon News reasoned
that “public hangings are wrong, but under the cir-

The “Scottsboro Boys,” 1931.  (Bettmann/Getty Images.)

Lynching’s Legacy:  
Capital Punishment in America
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James Keaton was executed in Columbus, Mississippi, in 1934.  (Univ. North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Wilson Special Collections Library.)

“Perhaps the most important reason that lynching declined is that it

was replaced by a more palatable form of violence.”282



The lynching era left thousands dead; it significantly
marginalized black people in the country’s political,
economic, and social systems; and it fueled a mas-
sive migration of black refugees out of the South.  In
addition, lynching—and other forms of racial terror-
ism—inflicted deep traumatic and psychological
wounds on survivors, witnesses, family members,
and the entire African American community.  Whites
who participated in or witnessed gruesome lynch-
ings and socialized their children in this culture of vi-
olence also were psychologically damaged.  And
state officials’ indifference to and complicity in lynch-
ings created enduring national and institutional
wounds that we have not yet confronted or begun
to heal.  Establishing monuments and memorials to
commemorate lynching has the power to end the si-
lence and inaction that have compounded this psy-
cho-social trauma and to begin the process of
recovery.

Southern opponents decried the decision and im-
mediately proposed new death penalty statutes.294

In 1976, in Gregg v. Georgia, the Supreme Court up-
held Georgia’s new death penalty statute and rein-
stated the American death penalty, capitulating to
the claim that legal executions were needed to pre-
vent vigilante violence.295

The new death penalty statutes continued to result
in racial imbalance, and constitutional challenges
persisted.  In the 1987 case of McCleskey v. Kemp,
the Supreme Court considered statistical evidence
demonstrating that Georgia decisionmakers were
more than four times as likely to impose death for
the killing of a white person than a black person.
Accepting the data as accurate, the Court de-
scribed racial bias in sentencing as “an inevitable
part of our criminal justice system”296 and upheld
Warren McCleskey’s death sentence because he
had failed to identify a “constitutionally significant
risk of racial bias” in his case.297

Race remains a significant factor in capital sentenc-
ing.  African Americans make up less than 13 per-
cent of the nation’s population, but nearly 42
percent of those currently on death row in America
are black,298 and 34 percent of those executed since
1976 have been black.299 In 96 percent of states
where re-
searchers have
completed stud-
ies examining
the relationship
between race
and the death

penalty, results reveal a pattern of discrimination
based on the race of the victim, the race of the de-
fendant, or both.300 Capital trials today remain pro-
ceedings with little racial diversity; the accused is
often the only person of color in the courtroom and
illegal racial discrimination in jury selection is wide-
spread, especially in the South and in capital cases.
In Houston County, Alabama, prosecutors have ex-
cluded 80 percent of qualified African Americans
from juries in death penalty cases.301

More than eight in ten American lynchings be-
tween 1889 and 1918 occurred in the South, and
more than eight in ten of the nearly 1400 legal ex-
ecutions carried out in this country since 1976 have
been in the South.302 Modern death sentences are
disproportionately meted out to African Americans
accused of crimes against white victims; efforts to
combat racial bias and create federal protection
against racial bias in the administration of the death
penalty remain thwarted by familiar appeals to the
rhetoric of states’ rights; and regional data demon-
strates that the modern death penalty in America
mirrors racial violence of the past.303 As contempo-
rary proponents of the American death penalty
focus on form rather than substance by tinkering
with the aesthetics of lethal punishment to im-
prove procedures and methods, capital punish-

ment remains
rooted in racial
terror — “a di-
rect descendant
of lynching.”304

(Doug Marlette, Atlanta Constitution, 1987)

64

Trauma and the Legacy of Lynching
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Public whipping in Wilmington, Delaware, 1920.  (Library of Congress.)
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astating history, “a deliberate act of remembrance”
was necessary—“a strong statement that memory
must be created for the next generation, not only
preserved.”309 A national commemoration of the
atrocities inflicted on African Americans during
decades of racial terrorism would be an important
step towards establishing trust between the sur-
vivors of racial terrorism and the governments and
legal systems that failed to protect them.  Meaning-
ful public accountability is critical to bring the cycle
of racial violence to a close.

Creating a formal space to memorialize mass vio-
lence can help to establish trust between communi-
ties and build faith in government institutions.310

Lynchings occurred in communities where African
Americans today remain marginalized, dispropor-
tionately poor, overrepresented in prisons and jails,
and underrepresented in decisionmaking roles in
the criminal justice system—the institution most di-
rectly implicated in facilitating lynching and failing
to protect black Americans from racial violence.

Only by telling the truth about the age of racial ter-
ror and collectively reflecting on this period and its
legacy can we hope that our present-day conversa-
tions about racial exclusion and inequality—and any
policies designed to address these issues—will be
accurate, thoughtful, and informed.

The Need for 

Monuments and 

Memorials

In 2007, Sherrilyn A. Ifill outlined the critical need
for memorializing the history of lynching in this
country.  Her powerful book persuasively made the
case for why public memorials on lynching should
be an American priority.305 Very few public com-
memorations of African Americans’ suffering during
the post-slavery era exist today.  Formal remem-
brances of national racial history tend to celebrate
the civil rights movement’s victories, focusing on in-
dividual achievements and success stories rather
than reflecting on the deeply-rooted, violent resist-
ance that upheld the racial caste system for so long.
Honoring civil rights activists and embracing their
successes is appropriate and due, but when they are
not accompanied by meaningful engagement with
the difficult history of systematic violence perpe-
trated against black Americans for decades after
slavery, such celebrations risk painting an incom-
plete and distorted picture.

No prominent monument or memorial exists to
commemorate the thousands of African Americans
who were lynched during the American era of racial
terrorism.  Of the 4084 Southern lynchings docu-
mented in this report, the overwhelming majority
took place on sites that remain unmarked and un-
recognized.  In contrast, the landscape of the South
is cluttered with plaques, statues, and monuments
that record, celebrate, and lionize generations of
American defenders of white supremacy, including
countless leaders of the Confederate war effort and
white public officials and private citizens who per-
petrated violent crimes against black citizens during
the era of racial terror.306 Many of these monu-
ments, markers, and memorials have been erected
in just the last sixty years.307 In this context, the ab-
sence of a prominent public memorial acknowledg-
ing racial terrorism is a powerful statement about

our failure to value the African Americans who were
killed or gravely wounded in this brutal campaign of
racial violence.

The era of racial terror calls for serious and informed
reflection as well as public acknowledgment of the
lives lost.  President Jimmy Carter, commenting on
the United States Holocaust Memorial, observed
that “because we are humane people, concerned
with the human rights of all peoples, we feel com-
pelled to study the systematic destruction of the
Jews so that we may seek to learn how to prevent
such enormities from occurring in the future.”308  The
effort to create a Holocaust Memorial in Berlin re-
flected the sense that, in the face of Germany’s dev-
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EJI and community leaders dedicated this public marker about lynching in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, in 2017.  
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This culture of fear created an environment in which
African Americans who witnessed lynchings or lost
family or friends to racial violence were afraid to dis-
cuss their experiences and risked violent reprisals if
they dared to openly share what they had seen.
Their trauma was intensified by a culture of silence
about racial violence that grew out of the same sys-
temic terror that produced racial violence.320 In
many ways, this fear survives and the culture of si-
lence endures.  Seventy-five years after witnessing
the 1931 lynching of a classmate, one African Amer-
ican man remained unable to talk about the experi-
ence except to say that “it was the worst thing he’d
ever seen.”321

Millions of black Americans left the South between
1910 and 1970 in response to the instability and

threat of violence that racial terror created in the re-
gion.  These largely involuntary relocations com-
pounded the trauma suffered by terror survivors,
even as leaving the South improved their physical
safety.  After generations in this country, black Amer-
icans who moved to the North and West were ex-
iles—internally displaced people who “had more in
common with the vast movements of refugees from
famine, war, and genocide in other parts of the
world”322 than with their new neighbors.  African
American migrants were less terrorized in their new
cities and towns, but they were not entirely wel-
comed.  Institutional inequality, continued margin-
alization, and unaddressed histories of trauma have
created a unique legacy of chronic generational
poverty, persistent urban distress, debilitating vio-
lence, and limited educational opportunities.
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Significance for the

African American

Community 

The level and type of violence that characterized
lynching went beyond “ordinary modes of execution
and punishment,” as historian Leon F. Litwack ex-
plains.  “The story of a lynching [] is more than the
simple fact of a black man or woman hanged by the
neck.  It is the story of slow, methodical, sadistic,
often highly inventive forms of torture and mutila-
tion.”311 Whether the victims were family members,
friends, classmates, acquaintances, or strangers,
African Americans who witnessed or heard about a
lynching survived a deeply traumatic event and suf-
fered a complex psychological harm.312

Each lynching or near-lynching instilled an over-
whelming sense of fear and terror in African Amer-
icans.  Lynching underscored the “cheapness of
black life [and] reflected in turn the degree to which
so many whites by the early twentieth century had
come to think of black men and women as inher-
ently and permanently inferior, as less than human,
as little more than animals.”313 The traumatic expe-
rience of surviving mass violence creates “insecurity,
mistrust, and disconnection from people”314—a se-
ries of psychological harms that were amplified by
the dangers inherent in navigating Southern racial
boundaries.  In the aftermath of a lynching, African
Americans became “exceedingly circumspect in their
dealings with whites;” survivors bore the burden of
being indebted to “their ‘white friends’ for saving
their lives.”315

Anticipating white preferences and whims became
a matter of safety and survival for black Southerners,
leading one African American living in Atlanta in
1906 to comment about the prominent role whites’
expectations played in black people’s lives:  “We
don’t talk about much else . . . It’s sort of life and
death with us.”316 In her study of lynching, lawyer
and scholar Sherrilyn Ifill explains that the killings
created a “deep well of suspicion” among African
Americans, who became hypervigilant around white
people and taught their young children to do the
same.317 She describes a white judge’s recollection
of his black playmate’s deferential behavior days
after a lynching in their community; when the young
black child encountered his five- or six-year-old
white playmate, he quickly stepped off the sidewalk
as his fearful mother had instructed him to do.  Black
survivors most strictly observed racial boundaries in
the aftermath of a lynching.318

At the same time that lynching provided whites a
sense of community and enabled white men to af-
firm and perform their manhood by “protecting”
Southern women, it undermined African Americans’
sense of community by forcing black men, women,
and children to witness horrific acts perpetrated
against their family, friends, and neighbors.  Empha-
sizing the power of white men through the targeted
torture and death of black men—many for stepping
outside their relegated social roles by achieving eco-
nomic success or demanding better treatment—
lynching undermined black manhood and ensured
that “black men who defended black womanhood
were likely to lose their lives in the effort.”319
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Lynching victims George Dorsey and Dorothy Dorsey Malcolm are buried by the black community, Monroe, Georgia, 1946.  
(Bettmann/Getty Images.)



lynchings in Salisbury, North Carolina, in 1902 and
1906 that included a fifteen-year-old black child
among the victims.330

White women and girls played a central role as ac-
cusers and thus instigators of lynchings.  In the
lynchings committed in reaction to rape accusations,
white adolescent girls accounted for more than half
of the accusers.331 Even when rape accusations were
disproved or directly contradicted, the white women
and girls responsible for the claims “suffered neither
social stigma nor criminal prosecution” for their role
in instigating the murders of innocent black men and
boys.332 Socializing girls in such an amoral frame-
work communicated a devaluation of black life and
inflicted psychological damage on them.

Narratives emerged after the lynching era that
blamed lynchings on a minority of Southern white
extremists, but reports of the day clearly demon-
strate that participation in lynching was widespread
among Southern whites.  “[L]ynchers tended to be
ordinary and respectable people, animated by a self-
righteousness that justified their atrocities in the
name of maintaining the social and racial order”
from which all white people benefitted.333

Generations of white people were raised in commu-
nities where myths of racial superiority dominated
and went largely unchallenged.  Many of those peo-
ple hold powerful positions today.  There has been
no significant effort to confront white Southerners
with the damage done by lynching or to facilitate re-
covery, and we live with the lingering legacies of that
inaction.
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Traumatic Legacy for

the White Community

The psychological harm inflicted by the era of terror
lynching extends to the millions of white men,
women, and children who instigated, attended, cel-
ebrated, and internalized these horrific spectacles
of collective violence.  As myriad social science stud-
ies have documented, participation in collective vi-
olence leaves perpetrators with their own
dangerous and persistent damage, including harmful
defense mechanisms such as “diminish[ed] empathy
for victims” that can lead to intensified violent be-
haviors that target victims outside the original
group.323  In addition, perpetrators and bystanders
may continue to devalue the group they victimized
for years afterward and remain unable to acknowl-
edge their actions, even though their personal and
collective rehabilitation depends on that acknowl-
edgment.324 The foundational role that lynching
played in the socialization of white children during
this era illustrates racial violence’s deep cultural im-
pact.

As attendees and participants in lynchings, Southern
white children were taught to accept and embrace
traumatic violence and the racist narratives under-
lying it.  At one Kentucky lynching, young white chil-
dren between six and ten years old brought wood
and tended to the fire in which the victim was
burned.325 Boys especially were expected to actively
engage in lynching; their roles expanded as they got
older until, as young adults, they took on a direct 

role in the torture and murder.326 Lynching was char-
acterized as a civic duty of white Southern men that
brought praise rather than sanctions from commu-
nity elders and institutions.327

An African American woman who worked for a
white family in Alabama during the lynching era ob-
served that lynching messages were received early
and burrowed deep.  “I have seen very small white
children hang their black dolls,” she explained.  “It
is not the child’s fault, he is simply an apt pupil.”328

In 1906, after a young white boy in North Carolina
was injured by his eleven-year-old white playmate
who hung him from a noose fastened to a nail dur-
ing a lynching game, the mother of the eleven-year-
old refused to reprimand her son for his role in the
mock lynching.329 Playing “lynching” was so popular
a pastime for Southern white children that the game
was named “Salisbury,” presumably after a series of
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Officials in Owensboro, Kentucky, carry out a public execution in 1936.
(Hulton Archive/Getty Images.)
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Reginald Marsh, “This is her first lynching,” 1934.
(Granger, NYC — All rights reserved.)



Importance for the

Nation

Like mass rapes in the former Yugoslavia, terrorism
against political dissidents in Argentina, and the tor-
ture and violent repression of black South Africans
under the apartheid regime, terror lynchings in the
American South were not isolated hate crimes com-
mitted by rogue vigilantes.  Lynching was targeted
racial violence at the core of a systematic campaign
of terror perpetrated in furtherance of an unjust so-
cial order.  Lynchings were rituals of collective vio-
lence that served as highly effective tools to
reinforce the institution and philosophy of white
racial superiority.  Lynch mobs intended to instill fear
in all African Americans, to enforce submission and
racial subordination, and to “emphasize the limits of
black freedom.”340  Through lynching, whites demon-
strated to black people that any transgression of so-
cial and racial boundaries, real or imagined, placed
the lives of all African Americans at risk.

The United States government compounded the
psychological harm experienced by African Ameri-
cans by permitting the torture and murder of black
citizens.  Federal and state officials’ inaction com-
municated that no democratic institution valued
black citizens’ lives enough to protect them against
terrorism by local officials and private citizens alike.
“They had to have a license to kill anything but a nig-
ger,” explained one African American man from the
Mississippi Delta.  “We was always in season.”341

Today, public and private institutions in the South
memorialize the Confederacy and celebrate the ar-

chitects of white supremacy while remaining con-
spicuously silent about the terror, violence, and loss
of life inflicted on black Americans during the same
historical period.  This selective public memory com-
pounds the harm of officials’ complicity in lynching
and maintains the otherness of black people who
have lived in these communities for generations.

In 1908, a black man named Eli Pigot was arrested
in Brookhaven, Mississippi, on allegations of raping
a white woman.  Before trial commenced, the judge
promised the public that lynching Mr. Pigot was un-
necessary because he would plead guilty and face
swift execution.  But when Mr. Pigot was returned
to town by train, hundreds of local whites who had
gathered at the station seized and hung him from a
tree near the courthouse.  Critics questioned the
militia’s failure to prevent the lynching, to which
Mississippi Governor Edmond Noel responded that
state officials could not be expected to “protect so
hideous a malefactor from a deserved
vengeance.”342

On August 13, 1955, also in Brookhaven, Mississippi,
a white man shot and killed Lamar Smith, a sixty-
three-year-old black voting rights activist, in broad
daylight and in front of several witnesses on the
courthouse lawn.343 Mr. Smith died steps from the
site where Eli Pigot was lynched less than fifty years
earlier. No one was prosecuted for either man’s mur-
der.  Today, Brookhaven bills itself as “The Home-
seeker’s Paradise”; and the courthouse lawn bears
no testament to the community’s history of racial vi-
olence.
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A town of less than ten thousand people lo-
cated in the Florida Panhandle, Marianna is the
seat of Jackson County and the site of a Civil War
clash known as the Battle of Marianna.  Revered
as “Florida’s Alamo,” the battle occurred on
September 27, 1864, between Union forces and
a hastily-formed Confederate unit comprised
mostly of local boys and elderly men.  At battle’s
end, the local Episcopal Church was burned with
many of the Confederates inside and several
other buildings were destroyed.334

Marianna celebrates its Civil War history with
“Marianna Day,” an annual festival and reenact-
ment of the Battle of Marianna.  Several markers
and monuments in downtown Marianna reflect
local historical pride as well; the oldest memorial
is a large obelisk erected on the courthouse
lawn in 1888 that lionizes Confederate soldiers
as “warriors tried and true, who bore the flag of
our peoples’ trust, and fell in a cause, though
lost, still just, and died for me and you.”335

A visitor would never know that Marianna also
is the site of one of the nation’s most well-
known public spectacle lynchings.

On October 19, 1934, Claude Neal, a twenty-
three-year-old black farmhand, was arrested for
the murder of Lola Cannady, a young white
woman whose body had been discovered just
hours before.  Five days later, six white men
seized Neal from an Alabama jail where he had
been moved for safekeeping and returned him
to Jackson County, where they killed him in the
woods before presenting his corpse to the Can-
nady family and a gathered mob.  The corpse
was castrated, the fingers and toes amputated,
the skin burned with hot irons; the mob then
drove over it with cars, shot it at least eighteen
times, and hung it from a tree on the courthouse

lawn, where they again shot at it and took
pieces of skin as souvenirs.  When the sheriff cut
the body down and refused to rehang it, an
angry mob rioted, burning the homes of Mr.
Neal’s family members and threatening black
residents with violence until they fled.  The mur-
der and subsequent attacks were widely re-
ported in local and national newspapers, and it
is a well-known twentieth century example of
an especially gruesome lynching.336

Marianna’s legacy of violence and abusive racial
mistreatment includes the Dozier School for
Boys, a state juvenile reform school that oper-
ated in Marianna from 1900 until 2011.337 The
school faced serious allegations of abuse and
closed during a federal investigation.  In 2014,
researchers conducting an excavation project
uncovered the remains of fifty-five boys in the
school cemetery, which was twenty-four more
than were documented in official records.338

Surviving former residents shared the experi-
ences they endured at the Dozier School, which
remained racially segregated until 1967.  Richard
Huntly, a sixty-seven-year-old black man sent to
the school at age eleven, recalled that white
boys were given vocational work while he and
other black boys were made to work in the field
planting and picking crops for state profit.  “It
was kind of like slavery,” he told reporters in
2014.339

In 2014, Marianna celebrated the 150th anniver-
sary of the Battle of Marianna by honoring the
memories of Confederate soldiers and officers
who fought and died to preserve slavery and the
white supremacist ideologies on which slavery
was built.  The community voice remains silent
as to Marianna’s other legacies.  No prominent
memorial or marker tells of Claude Neal’s brutal
lynching, and that silence is deafening.

Marianna, Florida
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can help victims “move beyond anger and a sense
of powerlessness.”349 Memorials are known to help
reconcile complicated and divisive national events.
The Vietnam War Memorial, for example, is a pow-
erful space for Americans and others to appreciate
the historical context in which the war was fought
and to grapple with the harm and death it caused.350

The importance of collective memory is the thread
that connects national efforts to recover from
human rights crises in countries and communites in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  One key
lesson has emerged:  survivors, witnesses, and all

members of the affected community need to know
that society has acknowledged what happened to
the victims.  Through a criminal tribunal, truth com-
mission, or reparations project, suffering must be
engaged, heard, recognized, and remembered be-
fore a society can recover from mass violence.  Com-
memorating lynching through memorials and
monuments that encourage and create space for the
“restorative power of truth-telling” is essential if we
are to “help society heal [its] sickness and place
trauma in the past.”351 The Equal Justice Initiative is
ready for this effort, and we hope you will join us.Erecting monuments and memorials to commemo-

rate lynching can begin to correct our distorted na-
tional narrative about this period of racial terror in
American history while directly addressing the
harms borne by the African American community,
particularly survivors who lived through the lynching
era.  Scholars who have studied the impact of
human rights abuses emphasize that speaking out
about victimization can have a significant healing im-
pact on survivors of genocide, mass violence, and
other harms.344 Continued silence about lynchings
“compounds victimization” and tells victims and the
nation as a whole that “their pain does not mat-
ter.”345 Publicly acknowledging lynchings can link in-
stances of individual loss and harm to a broader
system of abuse and mass violence and empower
affected individuals “to move beyond trauma, hope-
lessness, numbness, and preoccupation with loss
and injury.”346

Public acknowledgment and commemoration of
mass violence is essential not only for victims and
survivors, but also for perpetrators and bystanders
who suffer from trauma and damage related to their
participation in systematic violence and dehuman-
ization.347 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
established by the South African government in the
aftermath of apartheid elicited the stories of by-
standers and perpetrators of torture and violence
against black citizens as well as the stories of victims.
This enabled members of the white community to
publicly acknowledge what happened to the victims
and “reorient themselves with the new national
agenda” as active participants rather than passive
observers.348

Public commemoration plays a significant role in
prompting community-wide reconciliation.  Formal-
izing a space for memory, reflection, and grieving
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“Raise Up” by Hank Willis Thomas, 2013.
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EJI staff and community members dedicate three markers about the slave trade in Montgomery, 2013.  (Bernard Troncale.)
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Conclusion

Lynching in America was a form of terrorism that has contributed to a legacy of racial inequality that our
nation must address more directly and concretely than we have to date.  The trauma and anguish that
lynching and racial violence created in this country continues to haunt us and to contaminate race relations
and our criminal justice system in too many places across this country.  Important work can and must be
done to speak truthfully about this difficult history so that recovery and reconciliation can be achieved.
We can address our painful past by acknowledging it and embracing monuments, memorials, and markers
that are designed to facilitate important conversations.  Education must be accompanied by acts of recon-
ciliation, which are needed to create communities where devastating acts of racial bigotry and legacies of
racial injustice can be overcome.
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