
Lynching after slavery was not mainly about punishing crime. It was about punishing 
Black freedom. Once slavery ended, white people who had controlled Black labor, 
movement, families, and bodies were faced with Black citizens who could legally leave 
plantations, earn money, own land, build businesses, receive education, vote, hold office, 
testify in court, and compete with white people. Lynching became one of the main 
weapons used to make those freedoms dangerous. 

The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery in 1865, except as punishment for a crime. 
The Fourteenth Amendment established citizenship and equal protection, while the 
Fifteenth Amendment protected Black male voting rights. Those amendments changed 
the Constitution, but they did not remove former enslavers from positions of power. 
Plantation owners still controlled land. White officials continued running courts, police 
departments, banks, newspapers, and local governments. Confederate veterans returned 
home with their beliefs and weapons. Black people had freedom written into the law, but 
the people expected to enforce that law often opposed Black freedom. 

During Reconstruction, Black Americans made remarkable progress. Families searched 
for relatives who had been sold away. Communities founded schools and churches. 
Black men voted in large numbers, served on juries, became sheriffs, and entered state 
legislatures and Congress. Some purchased property or opened businesses. This 
progress is important because it explains the violence that followed. Black communities 
were not attacked because freedom had failed. They were attacked because freedom was 
beginning to work. 

White terrorist groups formed to destroy that progress. The Ku Klux Klan, White League, 
Red Shirts, and similar organizations beat, kidnapped, whipped, raped, and murdered 
Black citizens. Teachers were threatened for educating Black children. Ministers were 
attacked for organizing voters. Black landowners and businesspeople became targets 
because their independence weakened white economic control. White Republicans were 
also attacked when they supported Black voting rights, but Black communities suffered 
the overwhelming weight of the terror. 

Mass violence began almost immediately after emancipation. In Memphis in 1866, white 
mobs, including police officers, attacked Black neighborhoods, killing people and 
destroying homes, churches, and schools. That same year, a white mob in New Orleans 
attacked Black citizens and political supporters gathering around a constitutional 
convention. During the Colfax Massacre of 1873 in Louisiana, a white armed force killed 
scores of Black men defending a courthouse and the results of an election. Many victims 
were murdered after they surrendered. 

These were not isolated fights between two equal sides. They were organized attacks 
meant to remove Black people from political life. The message was clear: a Black person 
might have the legal right to vote, but exercising that right could cost him his life. The 
Equal Justice Initiative has documented nearly 2,000 Black victims of racial-terror 



lynchings during Reconstruction alone, from 1865 through 1876. It has documented 
thousands more between 1877 and 1950, while warning that many killings were never 
recorded. These numbers represent documented victims, not the full number of people 
murdered or terrorized. Equal Justice Initiative 

Reconstruction effectively ended in 1877 when federal troops were withdrawn from much 
of the South. Without sustained federal protection, white-controlled state governments 
dismantled Black political power. Black officeholders were forced out, voting protections 
were weakened, and segregation hardened into Jim Crow. Lynching became the physical 
force standing behind that system. 

A lynching was an extrajudicial killing: people acting outside a legitimate trial and 
punishment process, usually while claiming they were delivering community justice. 
Lynching did not always mean hanging. Victims were shot, beaten, burned, drowned, 
dragged behind vehicles, mutilated, or killed through several methods at once. Some 
killings happened secretly at night. Others became public spectacles attended by 
hundreds or thousands of people. 

Crowds sometimes included elected officials, police officers, business owners, reporters, 
and children. Newspapers announced the expected time and location. Trains carried 
spectators. Photographers made images, and pictures were turned into postcards. Some 
participants collected pieces of rope, clothing, or human remains as souvenirs. This was 
not a handful of hidden extremists acting against the wishes of respectable society. In 
many communities, the mob included the people considered respectable. 

Law-enforcement officers frequently handed prisoners over to mobs or left jail cells 
conveniently unprotected. Judges delayed action. Prosecutors refused to bring charges. 
Coroners blamed “persons unknown” even when the killers had posed for photographs. 
Newspapers described the mob as angry citizens instead of murderers. Churches often 
remained silent, and some ministers defended the racial order that produced the 
violence. 

The accusation used most often to excuse lynching was that a Black man had sexually 
assaulted a white woman. Some victims had been accused of serious crimes, but an 
accusation is not proof, and mobs did not wait for evidence. Other accusations were 
invented or exaggerated. A consensual relationship could be described as rape because 
Southern society refused to admit that a white woman might willingly have a relationship 
with a Black man. A minor interaction, rumor, or perceived insult could become a claim of 
assault. 

Ida B. Wells exposed this lie. Her investigation began after a white mob in Memphis 
lynched three Black businessmen—Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Will Stewart—in 
1892. Their People’s Grocery store had become successful enough to compete with a 
nearby white-owned business. Wells studied newspaper reports and individual cases and 
found that lynching was not simply a reaction to sexual crimes. It protected white 
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political control, enforced racial customs, and removed Black economic competition. Her 
newspaper office was destroyed, and threats prevented her from safely returning to 
Memphis, but she continued publishing and speaking internationally. Library of 
Congress 

A Black person could be lynched for attempting to vote, arguing over wages, refusing to 
leave land, operating a successful business, wearing a military uniform, speaking without 
the expected submission, or being accused of disrespecting a white person. Some 
victims were killed because they were relatives of the person a mob wanted. Others were 
murdered for protesting an earlier lynching. Innocence did not necessarily matter 
because the real purpose was intimidation. 

Black prosperity could be especially dangerous. When a Black farmer accumulated 
valuable land or a Black store attracted customers, murder could remove the owner and 
frighten other Black residents into leaving. Property was then stolen, purchased cheaply, 
or abandoned. Lynching therefore had an economic side. It protected white businesses, 
preserved cheap Black labor, and helped transfer land and wealth away from Black 
families. 

Black women were also lynched. They were less frequently recorded than Black men, but 
they were never outside the reach of racial terror. Women were attacked for defending 
relatives, resisting abuse, or challenging white authority. Mary Turner was murdered in 
Georgia in 1918 after publicly objecting to the lynching of her husband, Hayes Turner. 
She was pregnant. The mob killed both her and her unborn child. Her death showed that 
the system did not spare women, pregnancy, or innocence when someone challenged 
white violence. 

Black veterans were targeted after returning from military service. A uniform represented 
citizenship, dignity, training, and a claim to equal treatment. After both world wars, some 
white people feared that Black veterans would no longer accept being treated as inferior. 
Veterans were beaten and lynched, sometimes while still wearing their uniforms. They 
had served a country abroad that would not defend them at home. 

Lynching worked because every Black person did not have to be attacked personally. 
One mutilated body could frighten an entire county. Parents taught children when not to 
make eye contact, where not to travel, and how to survive encounters with white people. 
Business owners learned that too much success might attract danger. Voters understood 
what could happen if their names appeared on registration rolls. The killing of one 
person disciplined thousands who witnessed it, heard about it, or understood that the 
killers would not be punished. 

This is why lynching must be understood as terrorism. Terrorism uses violence against 
selected people to influence a much larger population. The murdered person was the 
direct victim, but the warning was aimed at Black families, workers, voters, teachers, 
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landowners, and future generations. The goal was to make Black people police 
themselves through fear. 

Racial terror also pushed Black families out of the South. During the Great Migration, 
millions moved toward Northern and Western cities. They were looking for industrial jobs 
and better schools, but many were also escaping death threats, racial violence, political 
suppression, and the knowledge that local authorities would not protect them. Families 
left homes, farms, businesses, and relatives behind because remaining could be fatal. 

Leaving the South did not mean leaving lynching behind. Racial mob violence occurred 
in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Oklahoma, and other states. Black migrants encountered 
segregated neighborhoods, employment discrimination, white riots, and attacks when 
they moved into areas claimed by white residents. Mexican Americans, Native 
Americans, Chinese immigrants, and some white people were also lynched in American 
history. That fact should not be hidden, but it should not be used to blur the central truth: 
after slavery, lynching became a major instrument for restoring white supremacy and 
controlling Black Americans. 

The federal government knew what was happening. Black leaders, journalists, churches, 
and organizations repeatedly demanded national anti-lynching legislation. The House 
sometimes passed bills, but Southern senators blocked them. They argued that murder 
should remain a state matter, even though Southern states repeatedly refused to 
prosecute the murderers. “States’ rights” often meant allowing white-controlled states to 
violate Black citizens’ rights without federal interference. 

Murder was already illegal, but that meant little when the sheriff belonged to the mob, the 
prosecutor refused the case, the jury sympathized with the killers, and the judge 
accepted the result. Law without enforcement became protection for the perpetrators. 
Congress did not finally make lynching a specific federal hate-crime offense until the 
Emmett Till Antilynching Act was signed in 2022, after generations of failed attempts. 
U.S. Senate 

Emmett Till was fourteen years old when he traveled from Chicago to Mississippi in 1955. 
After an accusation involving a white woman, Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam kidnapped, 
tortured, and murdered him. An all-white jury acquitted both men. Protected from another 
prosecution by the rule against double jeopardy, they later admitted what they had done 
in a paid magazine interview. Till’s mother, Mamie Till-Mobley, insisted on an open-casket 
funeral so the world could see what had been done to her son. Her decision helped 
expose the reality that the country preferred to hide. 

Lynching declined as public mob killings became harder to defend, but the beliefs behind 
them did not simply disappear. Some racial killings were presented as police actions, 
prison deaths, private murders, or lawful executions. That does not mean every disputed 
death was literally a lynching. It means racial control could change form when one 
method became politically unacceptable. 
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The honest history is that slavery did not end and leave Black people alone. 
Emancipation was followed by a violent fight over what freedom would actually mean. 
Lynching helped steal voting rights, land, businesses, safety, and generations of wealth. 
It drove families from their homes and taught millions of people that the government 
might recognize their citizenship while refusing to protect their lives. 

Black Americans still built schools, newspapers, churches, businesses, legal 
organizations, and political movements under those conditions. They documented 
names that officials tried to erase, carried cases into hostile courts, protected neighbors, 
organized boycotts, and continued voting even when doing so could bring death. The 
end of slavery opened the door to freedom. Lynching was one of the weapons used to 
stand in that doorway—and Black resistance is the reason it never closed completely. 

 

 


