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FOREWORD: AMERICAN RACE
RIOTING IN HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE

The Encyclopedia of American Race Riots provides interpretive accounts
of collective violence involving black and white Americans from the Civil
War through the early twenty-first century, often with reference to related
forms of bloodshed and implications for other minorities throughout our
history. In nearly 265 entries written by eighty scholars from various fields,
it identifies key incidents, individuals, and organizations, as well as con-
cepts, events, themes, and trends associated with the acts of bloodshed and
responses to them—including song and poetry. Thus the encyclopedia
presents riots, lynching, vigilantism, and murders in the context of everyday
life for specific eras and regions, revealing the human agency of participants
and victims, the role of racism in these purposeful bloodlettings, and the
transformation of racial violence over time. It also provides twenty-three pri-
mary sources, an extensive bibliography, a related topics guide, a chronol-
ogy of American race riots and racial violence, a detailed subject index, and
powerful illustrations. Above all, it raises critical questions: What are riots?
Why do they occur? When do they happen? How do they differ from one
another and from other forms of collective violence? Who riots, and why?
Why are riots and rioters significant? How do they compare with other
forms of mob violence and participants?

The key to answering these queries lies in the interaction of several fac-
tors, none more significant than the ideology of white racism. Seventeenth-
century English colonists entered the Americas as the Western world was
experiencing its commercial revolution and nascent industrial revolution. In
this context, Europeans came to see themselves racially and culturally supe-
rior to less advanced colored peoples. They wrongly equated progress with
technological change alone and wrongly believed the rest of the world to
be static and without historical worth. They forgot, dismissed, or denied,
past recognition of complex West African kingdoms, for example Mali,
whose Mansa Musa (1312-1337) appeared on European cartography from
1339 to 1750. Whiteness, Christianity, and Civilization connoted more than
ethnocentrism—the uniqueness that all groups experience—and evolved
into cultural arrogance." It advanced over the next three centuries as Euro-
pean industrialism widened the technological gap, increased military might,
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and laid the basis for imperialism and pseudo-scientific proof of white
supremacy.

The self-image of English colonists paralleled that of their counterparts in
England and occurred amid slave trading and slavery in the Western Hemi-
sphere. By 1750, as their view of Africans evolved from prejudice to racism,
and as their need for laborers increased, they established slavery throughout
the thirteen colonies. If English colonists judged Africans as threats to their
identity and civilization, they deemed Native Americans as obstacles to their
success; they considered both racially, religiously, and culturally inferior,
yet blacks, viewed as individuals, needed subjugation while Indians, seen as
nations, required removal. The latter also died in horrific numbers from
Afro-Eurasian diseases.’

Believing Africans and Indians barbaric, English colonists considered sex-
ual intercourse with them fatal to establishing Western civilization in the
Americas. Because miscegenation frequently occurred between blacks and
whites, they prohibited it in every plantation colony (as well as Massachu-
setts and Pennsylvania). Believing further that white women embodied the
future of white society while black women embodied passion, white males
practiced a double standard: permitting themselves miscegenation with
black females, usually slaves; linking the status of mulatto children to that
of their mothers; and shielding white women from black men, who were
punished for crossing the line.> White men alone enjoyed sexual freedom
while white women bore the burden of upholding a false morality and
black women endured abuse by men of both races.

Moreover, even as the institution of slavery steadily changed over
time, its maintenance required whites to forcefully extract unwilling labor,
impose discipline, punish disobedience, and—by the nineteenth century—
wage a “state of war” with black bondsmen, women, and children endeav-
oring to survive without obeying unconditionally. Day-to-day slave resistance
existed amid the routine brutality of whites whipping and maiming run-
aways and the calculated terrorism of whites suppressing revolts by indis-
criminately killing innocent slaves.*

In contrast, English colonists experienced less miscegenation and greater
collective violence with Native Americans. Initially, natives and colonists
exchanged overtures of friendliness because of Indian etiquette and the
white need for assistance to survive in the earliest settlements. This friendli-
ness soon turned to conflicts and led to massacres by both sides, wars that
whites usually won and treaties that they nearly always broke (particularly
under federal policies in the nineteenth century). Indians experienced
defeat, sometimes extermination, from the Pequot War (1637) to the Plains
Wars (1868-1890) and, according to a leading historian of collective vio-
lence, probably unleashed the most “brutalizing influence on the American
character”®

The violence among these three races who dominated North America
revealed the pattern of intergroup conflict that would apply to all subse-
quent immigrants to America. That conflict emanated from competition
over “scarce resources and incompatible values” and carried the potential
for violence.® Thus, English colonists competed with Africans and Native
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Americans at a time when they judged black and red skin, pagan religion,
and tribal culture inferior. Their decision to enslave one race and defeat the
other, however, depended on needed scarce resources—black labor and In-
dian land—and greater numbers and military power than their rivals. Signifi-
cant for the Civil War era and later, interracial conflict heightened
possibilities for violence when groups like these shared a history of blood-
letting and sharp ethnocentric differences.”

Clearly the racism that triggered legacies of African slavery and Indian
conquest was an important part of a broader violent heritage that influ-
enced the emergence and prevalence of later race riots and lynching. In
part, the rise of vigilantism in South Carolina (1767-1769) to impose law
and order in unruly frontier areas led to the tradition of groups attacking
marginal whites and undesirable blacks, Mexicans, Chinese, Indians, Jews,
and Italians.® Despite regional variations, Iynching in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries manifested characteristics associated with the killing of
southern blacks: unlawful death at the hands of three or more people for
alleged reasons of “justice, race, or tradition.” And occasionally victims were
tortured outside the South, blurring further the line between Colorado vigi-
lantes and southern lynch mobs.”

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century colonists also engaged in rioting, which
evolved from popular disorder and bloody rebellions to become another ritual-
ized means of maintaining community solidarity and morality. Paradoxically,
rioters contributed to the move toward independence without creating enor-
mous carnage; they targeted property and symbols, not people. Significantly,
the American Revolution “unleashed democracy, thereby creating numerous
competing groups along racial, ethnic, and class lines that sparked the most
devastating and longest period of collective violence in national history. That
carnage embodied a second paradox: self-proclaimed defenders of the public
good sought “an exclusive democratic heritage” for themselves through extra-
legal violence, coupling rioting (urban vigilantism) with popular sovereignty
(white dominance)."”

A third paradox of American Revolutionary ideology set in motion events
that initially delayed, and then ignited, the major era of rioting and lynching
from the Civil War to World War II. The egalitarianism of the Declaration of
Independence secularized the budding Quaker anti-slavery movement of the
1770s that abolished slavery in every state above the Chesapeake states and
Delaware by 1804. Meanwhile, the framers of the U.S. Constitution recog-
nized the legality of slavery where it already existed by agreeing to the
three-fifths compromise, the Atlantic slave trade (until 1808), and the fugi-
tive slave law (in 1790). This inconsistency between freedom in the North
and slavery in the South accentuated the sectionalism that exploded into
the Civil War in 1861, and revealed the underlying assumption of the
Founders that free whites alone comprised the citizenry."'

Clearly, whites agreed on the inferiority of African Americans, if not on
their enslavement. Throughout the nineteenth century, white voters in
thirty-eight states outlawed mixed marriages, excluded black people from
the democratic process, and established “Herrenvolk democracy,” that is:
democracy only for the dominant race, subjugation for all other races.



XXii

FOREWORD

Although more structured and restrictive in the South, it was present in the
North and later Midwest, where racial exclusion and discrimination laws
stemmed black incursion and other legalities fashioned a system of race
caste and economic exploitation.'?

‘White exclusiveness also manifested itself spatially. It emerged in agrarian
slave settings as social distance, characterized by paternalism and domi-
nance; and in urban-industrial areas (regardless of region) as physical dis-
tance, marked by competition and uncertainty. Historically, aspects of the
patterns overlapped and sometimes resulted in a crisis of “contradictions
and ambiguities,” yet whites always imposed them to keep blacks in their
ascribed socioeconomic or political places—and used violence as the final
arbiter. As such, each pattern suggested the contexts and events in which
racial rivalry could spark a crisis and ignite specific forms of bloodshed."?

Hence, most antebellum white leaders and citizens never equated the free-
dom of black people with equality, which resulted in African American chal-
lenges to a democratic society that relegated them to slavery and quasi-
freedom. Whatever the period, well established racial lines tended to minimize
intergroup tension; but when lines blurred in times of transition the resulting
ambiguity threatened whites, emboldened blacks, and sparked interracial
clashes. When whites perceived real or imagined assaults anywhere along the
color line, they lashed out at blacks, who fought back in these communal
riots."* From the mid-1820s and extending deep into the next century, for
example, the rioting transcended politics, exacted greater violence, and pro-
duced various intergroup conflicts, including nearly forty race riots in northern
and midwestern cities and towns in the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s. During this
period, while southerners resisted anti-slavery incursions and repressed slave
revolts, northern whites struck at abolitionists of both races and at blacks seek-
ing to better their living condition.'®> They opposed mixed marriages with life-
threatening violence, presaging the horrific lynching spree of southern blacks
that lay ahead in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. '

The pattern of these outbursts evolved into draft riots during the Civil
War, combining multiple white grievances with higher levels of violence
than experienced previously. More than any other city in the North or Mid-
west, New York recorded the greatest carnage and destruction between July
13 and 17, 1863, when the New York City draft riots resulted in nearly 120
dead, including several black men lynched, and millions of dollars in prop-
erty losses. Rioters—white Protestant and Irish Catholic workers, including
many immigrants, who aligned with the anti-war Democratic Party—
opposed conscription as a duty placed on them by the Republican Party to
free slaves, whom they feared would pour into the North, take their jobs,
and abuse their women. They considered the draft a burden from which
wealthy men could buy exemptions at a time when ordinary white workers
competed with black strikebreakers on the waterfront. Given the volatile
mix of political, economic, class, and racial animosities, rioters soon chan-
neled their furor toward African Americans, attacking individuals, neighbor-
hoods, and institutions, including the Colored Orphan Asylum. Rioters
overwhelmed local police and drove thousands of blacks from the city
before Union soldiers quelled the violence.'”
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The upheaval indicated one type and several characteristics of future race
riots. The channeling of several grievances into a pogrom, that is, a unilat-
eral, relentless attack to obliterate the black community, occurred because
its members successfully challenged the color line in politics, economics, or
status; and because the depths of racism required scapegoats for white fears
and failures. Ironically, given its origin, the pogrom soon became more com-
mon in southern cities and rural communities throughout the last third of
the nineteenth century. The violence in New York City bore occasional sex-
ual undertones, as when the body of one hanged black victim was dragged
through the street by his private parts. Though not all riots were pogroms,
and not all were as destructive, many other interracial labor and draft riots
took place in 1862 and 1863, producing a cluster effect that emanated from
wartime conditions.'® This pattern would reappear in twentieth-century
wars. Similarly, in several later race riots, political leaders would play impor-
tant roles in generating or quelling the violence, black and white citizens
would endeavor to assist riot victims in the aftermath, and few rioters, par-
ticularly in pogroms, faced legal consequences.

In this shifting pattern, which was neither linear nor without ambiguity,
the Civil War served as the bridge between rural and urban worlds that had
overlapped, intersected, and coexisted in the past. However, the once domi-
nating agrarian sector appeared on the threshold of losing that favored
position to its increasingly industrial counterpart, which controlled the war-
forged Nation State. Such a transformation took several generations to com-
plete, but the differences between societies partly explains their respective
types of racial violence long before 1861; and, given the Confederate defeat
and postwar Reconstruction, the heavily agrarian South reacted to external
northern interference in its racial affairs with intensified violence against
black residents.'®

Simultaneously, northern racial violence continued, albeit related to the
broader issue of labor strife and increasing levels of racism nationally.
Blacks found themselves on the economic margin of the industrial revolu-
tion, with men excluded from most white unions and exploited by white
managers as strikebreakers and women relegated to servile work or prosti-
tution. They experienced de facto segregation, little political influence, and
ultimately virulent depictions of themselves as white society embraced rac-
ist popular culture and social science as truth. The nation’s industrial
ideology of white supremacy, survival of the fittest, and gospel of wealth
dovetailed with imperialist notions of “The White Man’s Burden,
particularly with acquisition of a commercial empire following the Spanish-
American War (1898). Unlike European imperialists who lacked sizeable
numbers of colored residents within their mother country, American racist
oppression reinforced itself at home in the Plains Indian wars, the Chinese
Exclusion Act, and African American labor exploitation, and abroad in the
Filipino insurrection. North, South or West, before and after the Civil War,
racial violence transformed itself.*

Within this context, racial violence erupted during Reconstruction and
continued relentlessly until the beginning of World War I in 1914, reaching
its regional apogee along a timeline from the turn of the century to the
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onset of the Great Migration of African Americans from the rural South to
the urban North. The violence began in the South as a crusade to preserve
white supremacy politically, economically, and socially. Given legalization of
black freedom, citizenship, and suffrage by the Thirteenth (1865), Four-
teenth (1869), and Fifteenth (1870) Amendments, black-white conflict
heightened over class, status, and power—greatly intensified by race hatred
due to slave emancipation and defeat in war.*' Rioting became, in the
words of a major scholar, the “most violent and nastiest” in national history,
punctuated by initial black assertiveness, followed by a barrage of white
retaliation in cities, small towns, and rural areas. Nor was it coincidental
that much of this “race feud” spanned the amendment ratification period
and included pogroms (New Orleans, Louisiana, 1866) and communal riots
(Memphis, Tennessee, 1866), as well as lynching, murder, and whipping
that extended into 1876. The bloodletting was undertaken by whites acting
through formal organizations or informal alliances—prominent officials and
ordinary laborers united in white skins.*?

This “counterrevolutionary violence” succeeded into the late 1870s, bene-
fiting from the ineffective federal response to it and the Republican Party’s
abandonment of Reconstruction in the Compromise of 1877. White southern
home rule came with a vengeance, systematically undoing Radical Recon-
struction through U.S. Supreme Court decisions, Jim Crow laws, and political
gimmicks over the next twenty-five years. African Americans again found
themselves socially segregated, economically exploited, and politically disfran-
chised in a race caste system. They were expected to abide by racial eti-
quette, unwritten rules of personal conduct toward white people that
punctuated their inferior status and, for many whites, subhumanity. Disobedi-
ence opened them to verbal and physical retaliation, most fatally, lynching.**

Lynch law, begun in the previous century by South Carolinian Charles
Lynch as vigilante corporal punishment, came to mean mob killing of a per-
son who allegedly violated community codes of race and justice: popular
sovereignty writ large. In its most gruesome expression, lynching by the
1880s had transmogrified—under Ku Klux Klan influence during Recon-
struction—into a predominantly southern, anti-black ritualized psychosexual
murder of black males.**

Although mob types differed in motive and method, most of the 2,314
black victims between 1880 and 1930 died horrific, spectacle deaths at the
hands of white mass mobs in ten former Confederate states.”> They were
targeted by men who shared the concept of southern honor, which cen-
tered on “white female virtue” and, when violated, demanded extralegal
action. Yet the selection of victims also revealed white anxieties over socio-
economic and political changes occurring at the time.2° Although 29.2 per-
cent of these victims died for alleged sexual assaults, which their murderers
considered an attack on all white women and white civilization itself, a
much greater percentage met their death for alleged murder (37.3 percent)
and non-capital crimes (28.5 percent).”” The 1899 mutilation and lynching
of Sam Hose in Palmetto, Georgia, for the murder of his employer and the
rape of his employer’s wife represented the fate of all black men killed by
archetypal mobs during the immediate post-Reconstruction period. In fact,
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Hose acted in self-defense and never touched the woman, yet died for
so-called heinous crimes that justified public retribution.

Ordinary African Americans responded to this terror and the Jim Crow
system that it upheld in various ways, including retreat, accommodation,
retaliation, and exodus. Although leaving the South represented resistance,
more direct protest emerged from the national and international anti-lynch-
ing crusade of Ida B. Wells-Barnett in the 1890s and the Georgia civil rights
efforts of W.E.B. Du Bois in the early twentieth century. Nevertheless, as
their efforts evolved into more organizational challenges and as the nation
progressed toward more formal, sanitized criminal punishment, the South
hung on to tradition and carried lynching—albeit less frequently and with
altered attitudes on crimes demanding mob rule—into the new century as a
response to past conditions and contemporary change.”®

Rioting resurfaced at the turn of the century in both the South and the
North. Pogroms in Wilmington, North Carolina (1898), and Atlanta, Georgia
(1906), bore sexual and political dimensions, while New York City (1900)
experienced its first race riot since the Civil War, a white free-for-all sparked
by the black killing of a plainclothes policeman that was portentous for
police-community strain and black self-defense in future upheavals.”® The
major northern racial outburst before the Great Migration occurred in
Springfield, Illinois (1908), the result of a failed lynching attempt of two
black men independently accused of murder and rape that led whites to
attack stores and the homes of black achievers. When rioters became too
violent, white elites, who initially had supported them, moved to protect
black employees and customers, and requested the state militia, which quel-
led the riot. This action signified the class war within white ranks, wherein
white leaders desired racial reform, not black annihilation, and acted to
regain community control from working- and lower-class whites: a recurring
theme in collective racial violence nationally whether or not elites sup-
ported rioters.> Significant, too, those rioting were predominantly single,
unskilled, and semiskilled white males in their mid-twenties, Illinois born
and bred, who knew one another. Participants contained few foreign-born
ethnics or southern-born whites, yet followed leaders of shady reputations;
but very few of them were found guilty by racially prejudiced jurors
who feared reprisal. Nevertheless, their working-class profile challenged the
impressionistic stereotypes of white rioters as riffraff, maladjusted, and
criminal that was put forth by contemporaries and later scholars.®’

The Springfield riot also revealed the variation among progressives,
whose predominantly white middle-class reform movement endeavored to
humanize the industrial revolution and expand democracy from 1900 to the
U.S. entry into World War I in 1917. Despite moralistic intentions and prag-
matic views of improving society through government intervention, they
usually ignored race and racial violence, perhaps because their self-identity,
indeed their historical context and civic education, exhorted Americaniza-
tion: political and cultural loyalty to bourgeois values and white supremacy.
Hence President Theodore Roosevelt summarily punished African American
soldiers for racial violence involving whites and Mexicans in Brownsville,
Texas (1906); southern progressives remained basically mute on lynching
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and abided by Jim Crow, a “reform” that made other reforms possible; and
most northern progressives ignored the plight of blacks in their midst,
while ethnics in the process of acculturation and competition understood
that their whiteness—rather than ethnicity, class, or religion—set them
apart from blacks and pointed the way to the privilege, opportunity, and
law of becoming American.>?

And yet, aghast that the Springfield riot occurred in the North, indeed in
Abraham Lincoln’s hometown, a tiny contingent of northern progressives
created the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP). Inspired by a socialist, called by neo-abolitionists, and comprising
white social workers and black activists such as Mary White Ovington and
W.E.B. Du Bois, the NAACP was organized to obtain public safety and first-
class citizenship for African Americans through agitation, court action, and
federal legislation. Over the ensuing five decades, the NAACP led the fight
against mob violence and Jim Crow policies, establishing chapters nation-
wide, changing public opinion, and awakening black militancy.

The latter gathered momentum particularly during World War 1 (1914-
1918) and the Great Migration, themselves aspects of modernity, which ush-
ered in a new era in racial violence that would run through the mid-1930s.
Dismal economic conditions—depressed wages, boll weevil invasions, major
floods—struck the South in 1914-1915 and, with debt peonage, racial pro-
scriptions, and desires for freedom, drove 500,000 blacks into midwestern
and mid-Atlantic industrial centers where labor opportunities opened as the
war in Europe stemmed immigration.>> This demographic shift overtaxed
living conditions, challenged the color line in employment, and, in July
1917, sparked white violence in East St. Louis, Illinois, which claimed
thirty-nine black and nine white lives within two months of American entry
into the war. It was quickly followed by several incidents between black
soldiers of the 24th Infantry, U.S. Army, and white residents and policemen
of Houston, Texas, in late August, which culminated in twenty deaths (six-
teen whites) and eighty courts martial verdicts (seventeen soldiers hanged
and sixty-three imprisoned).34

These outbursts signaled the continuity and change of racial violence that
became more bloody and varied in the post-war era. In East St. Louis, whites
fought in great numbers to kick blacks back in their place and benefited
from police and militia indifference. Yet blacks armed and defended them-
selves, and the NAACP protested the carnage in a silent parade of 10,000 in
New York City. Similarly, the Houston riot recalled the Brownsville Affair as
white townsfolk, officials, and police united in their harassment of black sol-
diers from nearby Camp Logan, who afterwards were punished by military
superiors. In Houston, however, over 100 men of the Third Battalion armed
themselves and retaliated with deadly force; the paramount reason many
whites died and federal officials reacted so harshly. If black migration height-
ened interracial competition nationally, the black experience of fighting for
democracy and self-determination abroad heightened black expectation for
postwar improvement at home. Forty-two thousand combatants, many hon-
ored and all treated equally by the French, returned changed men. W.E.B.
Du Bois warned, “Make way for Democracy!”>’
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In response, whites unleashed an epidemic of mob violence throughout
the nation in 1919: lynching seventy-eight victims, including ten black veter-
ans, mostly in the South and rioting in twenty-five towns and cities. Untold
numbers of African Americans were killed in largely northern and border
states. James Weldon Johnson called it the “Red Summer,” as black blood
ran profusely from April to October. The violence occurred within less than
a year of the armistice ending World War I and paralleled the Red Scare of
radicals at home. It reached unprecedented levels because the war atmos-
phere extended into peacetime as blacks competed on several fronts for
greater opportunity, and whites feared the loss of socioeconomic status and
enemies within. They focused their nationalism and aggression—unspent in
the short twenty months of war—on each other, perennial enemies, whites
generalizing their hatred of all black people who, in turn, fought back
fiercely in an ongoing escalation of bloodshed. Most of the rioting was com-
munal, interracial combat that began in Charleston, South Carolina, and
reached its apex in Chicago (twenty-three blacks and fifteen whites dead),
often involving veterans from both races, war terminology (such as inva-
sion), and “gut-level animosities.”>®

The serial bloodshed ended in a southern pogrom that slaughtered
approximately 200 sharecroppers seeking to unionize in Philips County,
Arkansas. The latter violence, like the lynching, indicated traditional efforts
to check black society and preserve white supremacy in an increasingly
modern—meaning urban, industrial, and international—world that stimu-
lated greater black participation and threatened white status. Pogroms car-
ried into the new decade at Tulsa, Oklahoma (1921), and Rosewood,
Florida (1923), where allegations of rape against a black man, followed by
failed attempts to lynch or locate the suspect because of black defense,
provoked overwhelming white slaughter of black people and obliteration
of their communities. Their actions furthermore assay riot theories and sug-
gest parallels with ethnic violence globally.>” Tulsa whites also chafed over
black prosperity, and in both outbursts, white officials and residents united
in the carnage of hundreds of black people (whose exact numbers may
never be known).38

In the wake of these upheavals, racial relations and violence shifted
anew. Black migration continued throughout the 1920s, adding perhaps one
million residents to black urban communities that evolved into compact
ghettos of collective racial awareness, whose numbers and militancy pro-
vided security from white rioting (particularly pogroms). Wartime events
combined with cultural and institutional advances to create, in Alain Locke’s
spirited term, “the New Negro,” a proud race seeking first-class citizenship
and willing to defend itself. Still, living conditions worsened as blacks found
themselves hemmed into increasingly limited space and sporadic, traditional
violence flared. The 1925 Detroit shoot-out involving Dr. Ossian Sweet in
the white neighborhood where he purchased a home, seemed a replay of
events that preceded the Chicago riot.>® Relatively fewer racial outbursts
occurred during the Great Depression (1929-1940), perhaps due to
reduced opportunities for employment and housing competition and federal
relief programs in black and white communities. However, the Harlem riot



XXViii

FOREWORD

(1935) introduced a new disorder, in which abject living conditions, police
action, and rumor ignited large-scale violence among blacks who believed
themselves without effective means of redress. Believing a shoplifter had
been killed by a policeman, black residents turned on symbols of
white power in their community: police officers and white-owned stores.
Although short in duration and small in size and damage, this commodity
riot—characterized in part by looting—signaled the prototype for more
deadly and destructive ghetto protests in the 1960s and bcyond.“

Lynching in several states also pushed into the 1930s, but the killing of
Claude Neal (1934) in Marianna, Florida, signaled the closing of mass lynch-
ing. Technological developments such as photography that initially empow-
ered the racist act now ironically made a spectacle of it, and drew public
and official backlash. Black leaders allied with white liberals, communists,
and southerners to press for a federal anti-lynching bill, sponsor exhibits of
anti-lynching art, and build a national biracial coalition.*! Meanwhile,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s agricultural programs reduced socioeco-
nomic causes for violence and sharecropper-tenant farmer protest, and
unintentionally dispossessed agricultural workers; unforeseen long-term
mechanization reduced their ranks permanently. In fact, lynching every-
where had declined steadily since the early twentieth century as urbanism
spread, national media exposed local killings, and state governments
responded to middle-class pressure for officially sanctioned, sanitized execu-
tions to replace economically disruptive and publicly embarrassing vigilan-
tism. It became known as legal lynching because the disproportionate
number of black and ethnic men executed evinces continual white domi-
nance and social control. This trend emerged last in the South, where the
pace of modern development varied from Louisiana (1900) to the black Belt
(1930). Ultimately, the Scottsboro Case (1930-1937) exemplified an historic,
failed attempt at legal lynching in Alabama.*?

World War II (1939-1945) completed the transition to commodity rioting
and legal lynching, albeit haltingly for the latter as southern mobs occasion-
ally lynched blacks. The 1942 killing of Cleo Wright in Sikeston, Missouri,
prompted U.S. Justice Department action to punish his murderers. That
effort failed, but signaled federal opposition to vigilantism and created a legal
theory for prosecuting lawmen who killed civil rights workers in the 1960s.
More problematic for deterring enemy propaganda and internal violence,
race rioting exploded near southern military installations and in defense
industrial centers of every region, usually involving black and white partici-
pants but also including Mexican youths and white sailors in Los Angeles.45

However, Detroit recorded the most destructive and paramount of all
major clashes, most of which occurred in 1943. In addition, deadly riots
exploded in Mobile, Alabama; Beaumont, Texas; Los Angeles, California; and
Harlem in New York City. Detroit’s violence combined historic, perennial,
and war circumstances, notably black participation in defense industries
and expectations for democratic victories over racism at home and fascism
abroad—*“Double V”—in the face of white opposition to upgrading black
workers, hiring black women, integrating neighborhoods, and sharing recre-
ation parks such as Belle Isle. Ignited on the Isle, spread by rumors of racial
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and sexual taboos and by combatants to the black eastside and surrounding
white areas, the violence divided along demographic lines; it became a com-
modity riot within the ghetto and a communal riot around its borders with
policemen separating black and white participants. Thirty-four persons died
(25 black and 9 white), 765 received hospital treatment, and $2 million in
property was damaged.44

Although black and white newcomers reinforced stereotypes and tensions,
most rioters were longstanding residents. Black males, a median age of twenty-
seven, were married laborers, while black women, a median age of twenty-four
and one-half, were single (albeit over half had been separated, divorced, or
widowed), and employed as service workers or common laborers. Both gen-
ders lacked police records and rioted within one-half mile of their homes
inside the ghetto. In contrast, white males, a median age of twenty, were single
laborers without police records, three-quarters of whom left their home dis-
tricts, many over two miles away, to secure the perimeter of the black commu-
nity and mount unsuccessful invasions into it. White female rioters were
ignored by prejudiced, outnumbered police, who feared males most, especially
black men, and concentrated on them. Each protested the color line, blacks
for its continued insistence and whites for its threatened disappearance.45

These side-by-side riots portended both the course of future commodity
riots and the disappearance of communal riots. They also exposed police
animus for blacks and official favoritism of whites, local-state rivalry with
federal authorities over suppressing the outbursts, and even-handed, blood-
less restoration of order by U.S. Army troops—features that would reappear
in the riots of the 1960s. Important, too, the Detroit riot happened at the
war’s height, revealing the impact of its democratic war aims, martial atmos-
phere, and racist enemies on American society. Black and white leaders and
citizens nationwide sensed racial stirrings for the post-war world, which
they advanced locally through the creation of permanent municipal agen-
cies for interracial peace in Detroit (1943-1945) and elsewhere, and which
others later accomplished internationally through the United Nations’ Decla-
ration of Human Rights (1947).

Yet violence in America also punctuated this change in race relations, as
unreconstructed southern whites futilely endeavored to suppress it in a
reign of terror. Within two weeks of Japan’s surrender on August 25, 1945,
a Mississippi mob lynched a black veteran for entering into business with
his father-in-law rather than work for his former white employer. Early the
following year, South Carolina policemen blinded a black army sergeant in
uniform for appearing haughty to the bus driver carrying him home from
war. Before 1946 ended, six blacks were lynched and several riots erupted,
the worst in Columbia, Tennessee, where a failed lynching turned into open
warfare as blacks, including veterans, defended themselves from white citi-
zens, local and state police, and the National Guard. Over 100 blacks were
arrested, two of whom died in jail. This outburst signified a post-war transi-
tion from white mob to police violence against blacks. In separate federal
and state cases, jurors respectively acquitted white lawmen and black arrest-
ees. The latter benefited from representation by the NAACP, which created
the National Emergency Committee for Justice in Columbia, Tennessee.
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Ultimately this bloodshed and the response by southern blacks, NAACP
officials, black celebrities, and white liberals reshaped the civil rights effort
and drew President Harry S Truman into its vortex. The violence troubled
many citizens, perhaps reminded of Hitler’s ultimate objective and aware of
social scientists finding white supremacy mythical. This biracial coalition
provided the president with a liberal, gradual alternative to more leftist, rad-
ical positions as the Cold War with the Soviet Union emerged. National and
international politics merged in executive action as Truman sought to
address violence domestically and seek non-white allies worldwide. In
1946, he appointed the President’s Committee on Civil Rights, which docu-
mented the persistence of lynching and police brutality in the South
and recommended federal action to stem it and sponsor civil rights
legisl:sltion.47

Meantime, less publicized violence raged northward in Chicago, where
blacks and whites fought for contested neighborhoods. As public opinion,
scientific evidence, and federal activity shifted from centuries of supporting
white violence to challenging it, the changeover occurred incrementally,
sacrificed leftists in the postwar Red Scare, and unleashed even more car-
nage when judicial decisions initiated by civil rights advocates overturned
public school segregation in 1954 and 1955.%8

The 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. The Board of Education
of Topeka overturned the separate-but-equal doctrine and threatened the
entire race-caste system, resulting in the formation of white citizens’ coun-
cils and the third Ku Klux Klan. In 1955, the lynching of fourteen-year-old
Emmett Till in Money, Mississippi, and his mother’s national crusade, stimu-
lated the civil rights movement. From 1955 until 1968, bombings, burnings,
beatings, and killings covered the region, numbering 530 incidents in the
four years following Brown. Each advance toward racial equality seemingly
drew white violence in an unending cycle of protest and backlash, includ-
ing the 1961 Anniston-Montgomery, Alabama, assaults on Freedom Riders
that finally compelled the mobilization of federal marshals; the 1963
Birmingham, Alabama, bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church that
killed four girls and signaled the extremist response to the March on
Washington; the 1964 Philadelphia, Mississippi, abduction and murder of
James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner that manifested
Klan-lawmen collusion and the vulnerability of civil rights workers; and the
1968 Memphis shooting of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., that ended the move-
ment and evinced Reconstruction Era assassination as a strategy to destroy
reform efforts—including those of regional and local leaders in Mississippi
throughout the 1950s and 1960s.%”

King’s murder also sparked black rioting nationwide, singular in motive
yet familiar in form. In 125 cities, these protests resulted in 46 deaths and
35,000 injuries, and culminated five years of continuous outbursts in north-
eastern, midwestern, and western ghettos whose residents found civil rights
objectives wanting.’® Crowded in sizeable communities by waves of migrants
and sharing a collective racial identity that had evolved over the previous
fifty years, they experienced isolation, abject socioeconomic conditions, and
strain between police and community. Thus, they related more to the
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human rights, separatism, and self-defense of Malcolm X than the civil
rights, integration, and nonviolence of King. Still, they understood the
inequity and violence endured by southern protesters, who rarely received
federal protection, and they experienced increased alienation toward the
Vietnam War. King’s crusade and gains accentuated their own position with-
out relieving it, while Malcolm X’s rhetoric urged action, including retalia-
tory violence if necessary, and challenged fighting abroad for democracy
that was unattainable at home. In this edgy atmosphere, riots erupted.

Distinct from civil rights clashes in southern municipalities, these riots
begin in New York City and recurred throughout the summers of 1964-
1966 before exploding in 1967. That year recorded 164 disorders in 128
cities nationally: 8 major (including Tampa), 33 serious, and 112 minor. The
worst of these followed the pattern of Los Angeles (1965), itself presaged
by Harlem (1935 and 1943); they occurred in Newark, New Jersey, and
Detroit, Michigan—cities of over 250,000 and centers of riot clustering, yet
cities of 50,000 persons or less accounted for 23 percent of all upheavals.
As in 1943, Detroit recorded the greatest death and destruction to become
the worst urban riot of its era: forty-three dead (thirty-three black, ten
white) and $40 million in property damage. However, in 1967, black rioters
looted the stores of Chaldeans (Iraqi-Catholic immigrants who had replaced
Jewish proprietors in predominantly black neighborhoods), and whites—
albeit only 12 percent of arrestees—joined the rioting against police. The
sheer scope of violence in a modern liberal society fighting an unpopular
war impelled presidential creation of the National Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorders, chaired by Illinois Governor Otto Kerner, which in 1968
produced the most extensive study of race riots ever undertaken.”’

Condemning the disorders, the commission nevertheless dispelled stereo-
types of black male rioters and their motives, and stressed the significance
of their outbursts for society. Rioters tended to be young (fifteen to twenty-
four years old), unattached, lifelong residents; high school dropouts some-
what better educated and much more politically aware than non-rioting
neighbors, yet under- or menially employed like them; racially proud, believ-
ing blacks “superior to whites in some respects,” more likely to be active in
civil rights, and “extremely hostile” to whites and “almost equally” to mid-
dle-class blacks. Neither riffraff nor criminals, rioters distrusted the “political
system” and lashed out at mounting racism, unchecked violence toward
black people, and poverty in a period of prosperity, but appearing most
provoked by police activity.>® Given this comprehensive rioter profile, made
possible by modern social science methods, the commission concluded that
the nation was moving toward “separate and unequal” societies of black
and white that “threatened the future of every American.” Perhaps unknow-
ingly echoing both Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and King’s “I Have a
Dream” speech, it contended that this could be averted by creating expen-
sive programs and initiatives to complete the “unfinished business of the
nation” and “make good the promises of American democracy to all citi-
zens” regardless of race or ethnicity.””

Despite this clarion, short-term action by federal agencies, and promising
local efforts by the New Detroit Committee (1967) and black organizations,
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ghetto conditions in riot cities remained largely unchanged. This resulted
from inherent problems of commissions, bureaucracies, and intergroup
rivalries; and especially from the impact of persistent discrimination, white
flight, shrinking tax bases, and deindustrialization, paralleled by political
rightward shifts, extrication from Vietnam, and national economic and
energy problems.54 Juxtaposed to these setbacks, the civil rights movement
desegregated the South, reduced discrimination in employment, widened
educational opportunities, and enhanced black political power, which
assisted the black middle class but inadvertently isolated lower working-class
blacks further. They became increasingly insecure with the introduction of
drugs, gangs, and violence in their neighborhoods, and continued white
hostility beyond them. For example, the killing of Yusef Hawkins in
Bensonhurst, Brooklyn (1989), by Italian-American youths who wrongly
believed he was dating a local girl represented a ghostly remnant of white
racism, interethnic rivalry, and sexual taboo.>”

Ghetto residents soon experienced more intractable conditions and, in
some cities, interethnic competition indicating demographic shifts first
apparent in the 1967 Detroit outburst. Four riots disrupted Miami during
the 1980s, when most blacks believed that their socioeconomic and politi-
cal opportunities were being trumped by Cuban newcomers aligned with
white society. Police incidents precipitated the violence.’® The latter also
combined with ongoing white hostility, socioeconomic transformations, and
deteriorating living circumstances to cause extensive rioting in Los Angeles
from April 29 to May 4, 1992. Against the backdrop of very high unemploy-
ment and female-headed households, reduced government assistance pro-
grams, and numerous police brutality complaints, the acquittal of four
policemen, who had been videotaped beating an African American named
Rodney King months earlier, led to 52 deaths, 2,383 injured persons, and
over $750 million in property damage. Blacks ignited the violence, but Lat-
inos and whites joined them to demolish Korean, Latino, and Chinese busi-
nesses, evincing multiethnic aggression, interethnic competition, and status
changes heavily impacted by white flight and the 1965 Immigration Act.
More Latinos (51 percent) than blacks (36 percent) rioted, while Koreans
and Latinos comprised most of the storeowners, signifying the second
major demographic shift of the century, as well as the future of rioting in
cities of sizeable ethnic and immigrant communities.>’

Nearly a decade later in April 2001, a police shooting following several
controversial deaths and ineffective outlets for community redress triggered
disorder in Cincinnati. Smaller in scale and unique for claiming no lives, it
seemed a replay of the Los Angeles upheaval, less its pronounced multi-
ethnic and interclass dimensions. Both riots occurred primarily over unjust
treatment by police departments, municipal courts, and city governments,
and both induced postriot federal activity resulting in prison for two of
King’s four assailants and stricter guidelines for Cincinnati policemen. Per-
haps most reminiscent of the 1950s and 1960s, black Cincinnatians staged a
yearlong economic boycott that cost local businesses over $10 million.
Bridging this intercentury rioting, lynching-like murder reappeared as hate
crime (committed by prejudiced individuals without community support),
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and police shootings recurred periodically: respectively, the dragging and
dismemberment of James Byrd, Jr., in Jasper, Texas (1998), and the killing
of Amadou Diallo in New York City (1999).>®

Since the Civil War, white violence has erupted whenever African Ameri-
cans sought to advance beyond freedom to first-class citizenship. Initially, it
endeavored to terrorize blacks into giving up hope for equality. It served—
opines an encyclopedic author of racial violence—as the “ultimate weapon”
to protect white economic advantage, political privilege, and social status
by denying blacks true democracy and equal opportunity. Pogroms, commu-
nal riots, and lynchings paradoxically revealed both white power and its
“failure of hegemony,” as well as black resistance, resilience, and revival.”®
The latter accelerated during the two global wars of the twentieth century,
which altered race relations. World War I and, especially, World War II,
emphasized democratic aims and complete participation, providing African
Americans with greater self-awareness, collective experience, and ideologi-
cal leverage. Thus, blacks renewed their commitment to the American
Dream and fostered the civil rights movement. Ultimately, the rational white
self-interest undergirding both dream and movement collapsed, limiting the
struggle for racial equality, spawning the Black Revolution, and inciting
white violence that begat black violence.

Ghetto blacks protested racism and brutality through commodity riots
that became uprisings in the 1960s and 1980s, and arguably rebellion in
Los Angeles in 1992. For the most part, rioters from the 1960s onward
struck police and property without taking life or destroying public service
buildings.60 They revealed a commonality of purpose: rejecting the system’s
legitimacy without endeavoring to overthrow its government. Spontaneous
and largely unorganized, black rioters considered their actions justifiable
challenge to white racial views and official policies. They spoke for them-
selves and stimulated federal programs, serving as momentary change
agents and extensions of the civil rights struggle.61 Although participants in
the Los Angeles riots never sought out police per se, their burning and loot-
ing “was targeted, systematic, and widespread, encompassing much of the
legal city” and their numbers were astronomic, including over 16,000 arrest-
ees. Indeed, it required 27,720 lawmen, soldiers, and firemen to suppress
the rioters. The extent of violence, the magnitude of the riot area, inter-
ethnic grievances, and absence of redress (between ethnic groups or with
government) combined to turn the black-initiated uprising into a multieth-
nic, multidimensional rebellion for protest, payback, and profit. 62

Since 2001, a tenuous peace has existed, but justice for African Ameri-
cans remains incomplete—especially for poor people. If racial violence, to
quote H. Rap Brown, is “as american [sic] as cherry pie,” where does it go
from here?®®> Doubtless rioters require more attention than given thus far,
for they provide a view from the bottom, “an index” of race relations
locally, and specific breakdown points of nonviolent negotiation. More than
ever, the inarticulate need to be heard and their words and deeds compared
across generations of rioters and victims; so do those of police officials and
patrolmen because community-police strain has been the perennial griev-
ance of black urbanites and the flashpoint of most uprisings. Significant,
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too, is that the studies of rioters reveal them to be longtime residents, not
newcomers or outsiders, verifying that ghetto conditions promote “long-
term factors which build toward violence” (including political zwvareness).é4
Poverty and isolation have refashioned community values so that economic
opportunity and community status includes shady, even criminal behavior,
which reinforces a “subculture of violence.” Though many black residents
oppose these activities, which victimize them, they also resent one-sided
policing of their neighborhoods and view repressive policemen regardless
of race as latter-day rioters in blue coats.®® Until violence within the black
community can be channeled into constructive energy akin to earlier civil
rights and Black Revolution efforts and until policing of the black commu-
nity can be even-handed and open to effective redress, the potential for riot-
ing will continue to exist. Thus, peace requires addressing the inter-
relationship of race, poverty, and policing, aware that rioting since the
1960s has included numbers of white and Latino participants whose targets
have included ethnic storeowners.*®

Rioting is a legacy of slavery and racism, and it and racism have evolved
over time from Civil War mobs wreaking “vengeance on every nigger” to
black rioters attacking “motherfuckin’ (:ops.”(’7 Whites sought to obliterate
and oppress black people; blacks rioted in response to an unjust system of
sometimes rising expectations and always blocked opportunities. Modern
events, including war, escalated riot destruction and death: blacks incurred
the most injuries and deaths in all types of riots (over 300 dead in Tulsa’s
pogrom in 1921).68 Migrations and ghettos, among other factors, expanded
the numbers and altered the composition of rioters. Latinos in Los Angeles
(1992) turned an uprising into a multiracial, multiethnic rebellious surge for
several purposes. Females played roles in all riots, as documented in Atlanta
(1906), where one black woman organized others to “fight until the last
pea is out of the dish” and in Springfield (1908), where Kate Howard led
white male rioters. As gender roles and police attitudes changed in the mid-
twentieth century, black female rioters in Detroit rose from 4.5 percent
(1943) to 12 percent (1967). That dropped in Los Angeles from 13 percent
(1965) to 4.3 percent (1992), where all female participants comprised 11.7
percent. Whites rioting alongside blacks in Detroit (1967) and multiethnics
in Los Angeles (1992) diminished from 12 to 10.7 percent, indicating
ongoing poverty for some whites and increased isolation of impoverished
urbanites.®® Nor can reparations due for the role played by officials in the
1920s pogroms of Tulsa and Rosewood alleviate government from its
responsibility for rioting, or for leadership and programs to render violence
unnecessary.”’ Hopefully, knowing all this will promote what is required to
end racial, ethnic, and class bloodshed in a society where rioting no longer
represents a simple black-white dichotomy. And yet, it is imperative to
resolve that racial divide as prerequisite for becoming a Nation of Nations.
Such is one purpose of this encyclopedia.

Note: 1 thank the following friends for many thoughtful comments and edit-
ing suggestions for this Foreword, although I am solely responsible for its
substance and interpretations: William M. Tuttle, Jr.; Matthew J. Mancini;
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Frederick J. Blue; James N. Giglio; David W. Gutzke; Joel W. Paddock; and
Stan Miesner. I thank, too, John A. Wagner, senior development editor at
Greenwood Publishing Group, for his careful editing of the manuscript and
select historiography, and for his cooperation and assistance throughout this
project.

Dominic J. Capeci, Jr.
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