
Ida B. Wells, Lynch Law in America Speech (1900) 

Judge Lynch was original in methods but exceedingly effective in procedure. He made the charge, impaneled 

the jurors, and directed the execution. When the court adjourned, the prisoner was dead. Thus lynch law held 

sway in the far West until civilization spread into the Territories and the orderly processes of law took its place. 

The emergency no longer existing, lynching gradually disappeared from the West… 

It next appeared in the South, where centuries of Anglo-Saxon civilization had made effective all the safeguards 

of court procedure. No emergency called for lynch law. It asserted its sway in defiance of law and in favor of 

anarchy. There it has flourished ever since, marking the thirty years of its existence with the inhuman butchery 

of more than ten thousand men, women, and children by shooting, drowning, hanging, and burning them alive. 

Not only this, but so potent is the force of example that the lynching mania has spread throughout the North and 

middle West. It is now no uncommon thing to read of lynchings north of 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… 

Thus lynchings began in the South, rapidly spreading into the various States until the national law was nullified 

and the reign of the "unwritten law" was supreme. Men were taken from their homes by "red-shirt" bands and 

stripped, beaten, and exiled; others were assassinated when their political prominence made them obnoxious to 

their political opponents; while the Ku-Klux barbarism of election days, reveling in the butchery of thousands 

of colored voters, furnished records in Congressional investigations that are a disgrace to civilization. 

The alleged menace of universal suffrage having been avoided by the absolute suppression of the negro vote, 

the spirit of mob murder should have been satisfied and the butchery of negroes should have ceased. But men, 

women, and children were the victims of murder by individuals and murder by mobs, just as they had been 

when killed at the demands of the "unwritten law" to prevent "negro domination." Negroes were killed for 

disputing over terms of contracts with their employers. If a few barns were burned some colored man was killed 

to stop it. If a colored man resented the imposition of a white man and the two came to blows, the colored man 

had to die, either at the hands of the white man then and there or later at the hands of a mob that speedily 

gathered. If he showed a spirit of courageous manhood he was hanged for his pains, and the killing was justified 

by the declaration that he was a "saucy nigger." Colored women have been murdered because they refused to 

tell the mobs where relatives could be found for "lynching bees." Boys of fourteen years have been lynched by 

white representatives of American civilization. In fact, for all kinds of offenses--and, for no offenses--from 

murders to misdemeanors, men and women are put to death without judge or jury; so that, although the political 

excuse was no longer necessary, the wholesale murder of human beings went on just the same. A new name 

was given to the killings and a new excuse was invented for so doing. …no colored man, no matter what his 

reputation, is safe from lynching if a white woman, no matter what her standing or motive, cares to charge him 

with insult or assault… 
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