
Module 1, Unit 3, Lesson 3:

Other Civil Rights Organizations

Directions:

Read the excerpt of Ida B. Wells’ “Our National Crime” and complete a 3-2-1 Activity.
● List 3 problems Wells identifies as part of the US’s “national crime”
● List 2 solutions Wells suggests to fix the US’s “national crime”
● Write down 1 question for class discussion

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Ida B Wells-Barnett
“Our National Crime” [Excerpt]
June 01, 1909— New York City, New York
Address at the National Negro Conference
CLICK: Full Address

The lynching record for a quarter of a century merits the thoughtful study of the American people. It
presents three salient facts: First: Lynching is color line murder. Second: Crimes against women is the
excuse, not the cause. Third: It is a national crime and requires a national remedy.

Proof that lynching follows the color line is to be found in the statistics which have been kept for the past
twenty-five years. During the few years preceding this period and while frontier lynch law existed, the
executions showed a majority of white victims. Later, however, as law courts and authorized judiciary
extended into the far West, lynch law rapidly abated and its white victims became few and far between.

Just as the lynch law regime came to a close in the West, a new mob movement started in the South. This
was wholly political, its purpose being to suppress the colored vote by intimidation and murder.
Thousands of assassins banded together under the name of Ku Klux Klans, "Midnight Raiders," "Knights
of the Golden Circle,'' etc., spread a reign of terror, by beating, shooting and killing colored people by the
thousands. In a few years, the purpose was accomplished and the black vote was suppressed. But mob
murder continued.

From 1882, in which year 52 were lynched, down to the present, lynching has been along the color line.
Mob murder increased yearly until in 1892 more than 200 victims were lynched and statistics show that
3,284 men, women and children have been put to death in this quarter of a century. During the last ten
years from 1899 to 1908 inclusive the number lynched was 959. Of this number 102 were white while the
colored victims numbered 857. No other nation, civilized or savage, burns its criminals; only under the
stars and stripes is the human holocaust possible. Twenty-eight human beings burned at the stake, one of
them a woman and two of them children, is the awful indictment against American civilization—the
grewsome [sic] tribute which the nation pays to the color line.

Why is mob murder permitted by a Christian nation? What is the cause of this awful slaughter? This
question is answered almost daily—always the same shameless falsehood that "Negroes are lynched to

https://awpc.cattcenter.iastate.edu/2017/03/09/mob-murder-in-a-christian-nation-june-1-1909/


protect womanhood." Standing before a Chautauqua assemblage, John Temple Graves, at once champion
of lynching and apologist for lynchers, said: "The mob stands today as the most potential bulwark
between the women of the South and such a carnival of crime as would infuriate the world and precipitate
the annihilation of the Negro race." This is the never varying answer of lynchers and their apologists. All
know that it is untrue. The cowardly lyncher revels in murder, then seeks to shield himself from public
execration by claiming devotion to woman. But truth is mighty and the lynching record discloses the
hypocrisy of the lyncher as well as his crime.

…

The only certain remedy is an appeal to law. Lawbreakers must be made to know that human life is sacred
and that every citizen of this country is first a citizen of the United States and secondly a citizen of the
state in which he belongs. This nation must assert itself and defend its federal citizenship at home as well
as abroad. The strong arm of the government must reach across state lines whenever unbridled
lawlessness defies state laws and must give to the individual citizen under the Stars and Stripes the same
measure of protection which it gives to him when he travels in foreign land.

Federal protection of American citizenship is the remedy for lynching. Foreigners are rarely lynched in
America. If, by mistake, one is lynched, the national government quickly pays the damages. The recent
agitation in California against the Japanese compelled this nation to recognize that federal power must yet
assert itself to protect the nation from the treason of sovereign states. Thousands of American citizens
have been put to death and no President has yet raised his hand in effective protest, but a simple insult to a
native of Japan was quite sufficient to stir the government at Washington to prevent the threatened wrong.
If the government has power to protect a foreigner from insult, certainly it has power to save a citizen's
life…


