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Ida B. Wells (latet Wells-Barnett) was born into slavery in 1862 but received a strong
education and became a successful member of the new black middle class working
first as a schoolteacher and later becoming a journalist. Wells was active in both the

civil rights movement and the suffrage movement. She became known for her wric-

ing on race and became an editor of the antisegregationist Mempbhis newspaper Free

Speech and Headlight. After three black businessmen who were friends of Wells were

lynched by a white mob, she began a campaign to expose the injustice and horror of
lynching. The following excerpt from her pamphlet, “A Red Record,” demonstrates

how Wells challenged the underlying arguments chat legitimated lynching.

Beginning with the emancipation of the Negro, the
inevitable result of unbridled power exercised for
wwo and a half centuries, by the white man over the
Negro, began to show itself in acts of conscience-
less outlawry. During the slave regime, the South-
ern white man owned the Negro body and soul. It
was to his interest to dwarf the soul and preserve the
body. Vested with unlimited power over his slave, to
subject him to any and all kinds of physical punish-
ment, the white man was still restrained from such
punishment as tended to injure the slave by abating
his physical powers and thereby reducing his finan-
cial worth. While slaves were scourged mercilessly,
and in countless cases inhumanly treated in other
respects, still the white owner rarely permitted his
anger to go so far as to take a life, which would entail
upon him a loss of several hundred dollars. The slave
was rarely killed, he was too valuable; it was easier
and quite as effective, for discipline or revenge, t0
sell him “Down South.”

But Emancipation came and the vested interests
of the white man in the Negro's body were lost. The
white man had no right to scourge the emancipated
Negro, still less has he a right to kill him. But the
Southern white people had been educated so long in

that school of practice, in which might makes right,
that they disdained to draw strict lines of action in
dealing with the Negro. In slave times the Negro was
kept subservient and submissive by the frequency and
severity of the scourging, but, with freedom, a new
system of intimidation came into VOgue; the Negro
was not only whipped and scourged; he was killed.

Not all nor nearly all of the murders done by
white men, during the past thirty years in the
South, have come to light, but the statistics as gath-
ered and preserved by white men, and which have
not been questioned, show that during these years
more than ten thousand Negroes have been killed
in cold blood, without the formality of judicial trial
and legal execution. And yet, as evidence of the
absolute impunity with which the white man dares
to kill a Negro, the same record shows that during
all these years, and for all these murders only three
white men have been tried, convicted, and executed.
As no white man has been lynched for the murder of
colored people, these three executions ate the only
instances of the death penalty being visited upon
white men for murdering Negroes.

Naturally enough the commission of these crimes
began to tell upon the public conscience, and the
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as a tribute to the nineteenth-
as in a manner compelled t©
give excuses for his barbarism. His excuses have
adapted themselves to the emergency, and are aptly
outlined by that greatest of all Negroes, Frederick
Douglass, in an article of recent date, in which he
shows that there have been three distinct eras of
Southern barbarism, tO account for which three dis-

cinct excuses have been made.
he civilized world for
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ing loss of several killed and wounded. It was always
a remarkable feature in these insurrections and riots
that only Negroes were killed during the rioting, and

that all the white men escaped unharmed.
From 1865 to 1872, hundreds of colored men

and women were mercilessly murdered and the
almost invariable reason assigned was that they
met their death by being alleged participants in an
insurrection or riot. But this story at last wore itself
out. No insurrection ever materialized; no Negro
rioter was ever apprehended and proven guilty, and
no fiynamite ever recorded the black man’s protest
against oppression and wrong. It was too much to
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