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Equal Justice Initiative Finds Lynching in America Was More Extensive
Than Previously Reported
New Report Documents Nearly 4000 Black Lynching Victims in the South

(Montgomery, AL; February 10, 2015) The Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) today released
Lynching in America: Confronting the Legacy of Racial Terror, which documents EJI’s multi-year
investigation into lynching in twelve Southern states during the period between Reconstruction and
World War II. EJI researchers documented 3959 racial terror lynchings of African Americans in
Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia between 1877 and 1950 – at least 700 more lynchings in
these states than previously reported in the most comprehensive work done on lynching to date.
Lynching in America makes the case that lynching of African Americans was terrorism, a
widely supported phenomenon used to enforce racial subordination and segregation. Lynchings were
violent and public events that traumatized black people throughout the country and were largely
tolerated by state and federal officials. This was not “frontier justice” carried out by a few
marginalized vigilantes or extremists. Instead, many African Americans who were never accused
of any crime were tortured and murdered in front of picnicking spectators (including elected officials
and prominent citizens) for bumping into a white person, or wearing their military uniforms after
World War I, or not using the appropriate title when addressing a white person. People who
participated in lynchings were celebrated and acted with impunity. Not a single white person was
convicted of murder for lynching a black person in America during this period.
The report explores the ways in which lynching profoundly impacted race relations in this
country and shaped the contemporary geographic, political, social, and economic conditions of
African Americans. Most importantly, lynching reinforced a narrative of racial difference and a
legacy of racial inequality that is readily apparent in our criminal justice system today. Mass
incarceration, racially biased capital punishment, excessive sentencing, disproportionate sentencing
of racial minorities, and police abuse of people of color reveal problems in American society that
were shaped by the terror era.
No prominent public memorial or monument commemorates the thousands of African
Americans who were lynched in America. Lynching in America argues that is a powerful statement
about our failure to value the black lives lost in this brutal campaign of racial violence. Research
on mass violence, trauma, and transitional justice underscores the urgent need to engage in public
conversations about racial history that begin a process of truth and reconciliation in this country.

“We cannot heal the deep wounds inflicted during the era of racial terrorism until we tell the
truth about it,” said EJI Director Bryan Stevenson. “The geographic, political, economic, and social
consequences of decades of terror lynchings can still be seen in many communities today and the
damage created by lynching needs to be confronted and discussed. Only then can we meaningfully
address the contemporary problems that are lynching’s legacy.”
Bryan Stevenson is the Executive Director of the Equal Justice Initiative and author of New York
Times bestseller Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.
The Equal Justice Initiative is a private, nonprofit organization that provides legal representation
to indigent defendants and prisoners who have been denied fair and just treatment in the legal
system and examines the history of racial injustice in America.
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