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7. Searching for a Tradition 
African-American Women Writers, Activists, 
and Interracial Rape Cases 

JOY JAMES 

gi This chapter explores the politics of African-American women's 
writings on interracial rape cases, lynching, and fair trial activism. 
Beginning with the political thought of Ida B. Wells-Barnett, with 
references to her peers Florida Ruffin Ridley and Mary Church Terrell, 
I examine the connections between the historical writings of women anti-
lynching activists, contemporary Black feminist revisionism, and Afra- 
American writings on and fair-trial activism surrounding the 1989 
Central Park Case. 

Ancestor Mothers and Antiviolence Campaigns 

To justify their own barbarism they assume a chivalry which they do not possess. 
True chivalry respects all womanhood, and no one who reads the record, as it 
is written in the faces of the million mulattoes in the South, will for a minute 
conceive that the southern white man had a very chivalrous regard for the 
honor due the women of his own race or respect for the womanhood which 
circumstances placed in his power. That chivalry which is "most sensitive 
concerning the honor of women" can hope for but little respect from the 
civilized world, when it confines itself entirely to the women who happen to 
be white. Virtue knows no color line, and the chivalry which depends upon 
complexion of skin and texture of hair can command no honest respect.1  

African-American feminist Joanne Braxton in Black Women Writing 
Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition2  describes how she first met 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: Parts of this chapter were published in Z (February 1992). I thank Chris Selig and 
Katarina Gruber for their research assistance; and Ernest Allen, Jr., for editorial suggestions for this 
chapter. 
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the outraged mother or ancestor mothers "in search of a tradition to 
claim them," while reading autobiographies of Afra-American women 
such as Ida 13. Wells-Barnett.3  According to Braxton, African-American 
women have historically been "carriers of tradition" as well as "values 
of care, concern . . . protection, and, most important, the survival of the 
race."4  In autobiographies such as Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography 
of Ida B. Wells/5  Braxton maintains that the Afra-American "autobiog-
rapher incorporates communal values . . . to function as the 'point of 
consciousness' of her people."6  The life of Ida B. Wells exemplifies 
courageous commitment to communal values. Wells's political activ-
ism and writing popularized critical, radical thinking to counter racial-
sexual violence in the United States. Her written legacy includes Crusade 
for Justice; the pamphlets Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases 
(1892), A Red Record: Lynchings in the U.S., 1892, 1893, 1894 (1895), Mob 
Rule in New Orleans (1900); as well as numerous newspaper articles and 
editorials. 

In addition to Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Afra-American antilynching 
activists such as Florida Ruffin Ridley, and Mary Church Terrell estab-
lished a political language and critique of U.S. racial-sexual politics 
that demystified the moralism of the press, courts, and police.? Their 
uncompromising demands for justice challenged the U.S. "Red Re-
cord" of African Americans disproportionately sentenced, brutalized, 
imprisoned, and murdered at the whim of Whites. Skeptical that me-
dia, court, or mob prosecution was motivated by the desire to end 
sexual violence, these women created a legacy of investigative report-
ing to ascertain facts distorted or denied by racist institutions. As 
activists they inherited, shaped, and passed on an even broader legacy 
of political consciousness. Their analyses established the foundations 
for both antiviolence and pro-democracy campaigns as the greater 
context for ending lynching. 

Lynchings—the murders of African Americans for (often alleged) 
crimes against property and people—constituted attacks on entire com-
munities. "Crimes" included "talking back" to Whites and just being 
"in the wrong place at the wrong time." Punishment could be collective, 
including the destruction or appropriation of property and extending 
to group lynchings of family or community members.11  Although the 
majority of victims were men, African-American women and children 
were lynched as well. 

The year 1892, which witnessed the greatest number of reported 
lynchings-241, to be exact—was a pivotal one for the antilynching 
campaigns.8  Among the victims of these atrocities were 160 African 
Americans, 5 of whom were women or girls.9  Also, in Memphis that 
year, Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Will Stewart were lynched 
for competing with White businesses by opening the "People's Gro-
cery Company" and for defending themselves when attacked by un-
identified, armed White men.1° Moss, McDowell, and Stewart were all 

Writers, Activists, and Interracial Rape Cases 	 133 

personal friends and associates of Ida B. Wells, then an editor and co-
owner of Memphis's African-American paper, the Free Speech. Outrage 
at their murders transformed Miss Wells into an antilynching crusader. 
A platform was provided her later that year when African-American 
women convened a testimonial for her in Brooklyn—the largest gath-
ering of Club Women to that date. The gathering raised funds ($500) 
for the publishing of Southern Horrors and the underwriting of a speak-
ing tour for Miss Wells in the United States and England. 

Ida B. Wells's fierce denunciations and her ability to critically depict 
a society that condoned such violence were key features of her public 
speaking and political writings. Appealing to both morality and po-
litical insight, her critiques focused on the racial-sexual politics of 
interracial sex and the duplicity of the legal system's double stand-
ards and its complicity in lynchings. An analysis of the politics of 
lynching appeared in one of her news dispatches, excerpted below: 

(1) First: That all the machinery of law and politics is in the hands 
of those who commit the lynching; they therefore have the 
amending of the laws in their own hands; and that it is only 
wealthy white men whom the law fails to reach; that in every 
case of criminal procedure the Negro is punished. 

(2) Second: Hundreds of Negroes including women and children 
are lynched for trivial offenses on suspicion and in many cases 
when known to be guiltless of any crime, and that the law 
refused to punish the murderers because it is not considered 
a crime to kill a Negro. 

(3) Third: Many of the cases of "Assault" are simply adulteries be-
tween white women and colored men.12  

Discrediting apologias for lynchings,13  Miss Wells critiqued the 
"law and order" rationalizations of the postbellum South. Lynching 
advocates claimed that lynchings were a response to "race riots"; but 
these African-American led "race riots," she observed, never material-
ized. Another claim was that terrorism prevented "Negro domination" 
of Whites through the vote; by the late 1800s, however, African Ameri-
cans had been so effectively persecuted that they posed no serious 
electoral "threat."14  Increasing awareness of the invalidity of these 
rationalizations, according to Ida B. Wells, led to still another justifica-
tion for racist violence: 

Brutality still continued; Negroes were whipped, scourged, exiled, shot and 
hung whenever and wherever it pleased the white man so to treat them, and 
as the civilized world with increasing persistency held the white people of the 
South to account for its outlawry, the murderers invented the third excuse—
that Negroes had to be killed to avenge their assaults upon women. There 
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could be framed no possible excuse more harmful to the Negro and more 
unanswerable if true in its sufficiency for the white man.15  

Although as specious as the other rationalizations, the accusation of 
sexual assault against a White woman by an African-American man 
proved to be the most incendiary and tenacious of charges. Raised in 
only a fraction of lynchings, this accusation nevertheless became the 
general rationalization for racist violence in that era. Legitimizing and 
mobilizing support for lynching, this charge led to the acquiescence to 
lynching, even by those who considered themselves above the mob. 

Lynchings embodied the antithesis of rape prevention or prosecu-
tion. Given their inherent sexual politics, such acts functioned as exor-
cisms to entertain as well as pacify the White mind haunted by Black, 
sexual demons. Lynchings were sites of sexual violence and sexual 
mutilations. Demonized African Americans were tortured, hung, 
quartered, burnt alive, their body parts and genitalia taken home as 
souvenirs. The overwhelming connection between most interracial 
rape cases and lynching was, as Ida B. Wells documented in Southern 
Horrors and A Red Record, that African-American women and children 
were raped prior to and during lynchings; they were also lynched 
along with African-American men who assisted or defended them, for 
resisting rape by White men. A rare phenomenon for White women, 
interracial rape was an everyday reality for African-American women. 
The vast majority of sexual violence against White women, and a 
significant amount directed against African-American women at the 
time, stemmed from White men. Legal and social institutions tended to 
deny White men's sexual violence against White women, African-
American women, and men, and ignored African-American men's 
sexual assaults against African-American women as well. Logically, if 
a rational connection between lynching and the prosecution of sexual 
crime existed, the majority of lynch victims would have been White 
men, who, as a caste, were the moral and legal prosecutors of sexual 
violence, yet the least prosecuted and censured for sexual violence.16  

To demystify the belief that White men enforced written or unwrit-
ten laws for the protection of White women, Miss Wells engaged in a 
radical critique of lynching apologias, exploring their basis in psy-
chosexual mythology. Ida B. Wells's critique of the sexual politics of 
lynching proved relentless. Her demystification of "rape," controver-
sial a century ago and remaining so today, was the cornerstone of 
moral and political resistance to racist violence justified as the vindi-
cation or prevention of sexual violence. In her memoir Miss Wells 
recalled her initial belief in European-American assertions that lynch-
ing was a preventive measure to protect White women's virtue and 
restrain the sexual savagery of African-American men. The lynchings 
of her associates and her subsequent investigative reporting taught her 
otherwise. In May 1892, after more lynchings followed the deaths of 
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her friends, Ida B. Wells wrote an editorial ridiculing the charge of "rape" 
as justification for violence. In response, Memphis's White citizens 
burned down the Free Speech and threatened to lynch the writer; the 
bounty they placed on Ida B. Wells's head exiled her from the South 
for decades. Her editorial reads in part: 

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech. Three were charged 
with killing white men and five with raping white women. Nobody in this 
section believes the old thread-bare lie that Negro men assault white women. 
If Southern white men are not careful they will over-reach themselves and a 
conclusion will be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputa-
tion of their women.17  

Despite this polemic, Ida B. Wells did not categorically deny that African-
American men assaulted European-American women. The body of her 
writings, in which the word many is generally used to describe false 
accusations of rape, make it clear that she makes no assertion of 
universal innocence. (Her memoir's reprint of a 1894 letter by Florida 
Ruffin Ridley, excerpted below, best reveals her position.) She did 
demand, however, that White society recognize that actual rape had 
very little to do with the lynching of African Americans: 

With the Southern white man, any mesalliance existing between a white woman 
and a colored man is a sufficient foundation for the charge of rape. The Southern 
white man says that it is impossible for a voluntary alliance to exist between 
a white woman and a colored man, and therefore, the fact of an alliance is a proof 
of force. In numerous instances where colored men have been lynched on the 
charge of rape, it was positively known at the time of lynching, and indisput-
ably proven after the victim's death, that the relationship sustained between 
the man and woman was voluntary and clandestine, and that in no court of 
law could even the charge of assault have been successfully maintained.18  

Voluntary sexual relationships between European-American women 
and African-American men were defined by Whites as "sexual as-
saults"; consensual relations were reconstructed as the "rape" of White 
women. Such voluntary, interracial associations were punishable by 
the death of the African-American man involved. Although there were 
instances of White women being ostracized, institutionalized, and 
beaten for engaging in such alliances, a repudiation of the relationship 
through the "rape" accusation brought absolution. African-American 
men had no such "escape clause," which explains Ida B. Wells's asser-
tion that these liaisons were often voluntary only on the part of the White 
woman involved. In the reconstruction of "rape" under White suprem-
acy, European-American women, particularly those from the proper-
tied classes, were conceived as "inherently virtuous" and absolved of 
sexual promiscuity and miscegenation; European-American men, 
again, particularly of the propertied classes, were considered "inher-
ently chivalrous" and absolved of sexual violence. African-American 
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men, on the other hand, were identified as "rapists"; defined as "inher-
ently promiscuous," African-American women by definition could not 
be "violated" because they were without "virtue." The moral and social 
"legality" of lynching was thus based on racial-sexual mythology and 
a White code of chivalry. 

This code of chivalry featured a macabre duet played in bipolar 
stereotypes of White knights and ladies; Black sexual brutes and sav- 
ages. A White man, by definition a "gentleman" in comparison to African 
Americans, would not rape a "lady" (White woman) and could not rape 
an object (Black woman). (Intra-class rape of White women, including 
incest, was usually represented as the "seduction" of the White adult 
male). A White woman, by definition a "lady" in comparison to Black 
women, could not desire a "brute"; nor would she join in coalitions 
with "sexual objects," who argued that lynching's mythology of Black 
(sexual) pathology functioned as the apologia for rape in a society where 
alleged and actual assaults against Whites were prosecuted but the 
prosecution of sexual violence against Black women was an anomaly. 

Afra-American antilynching activists rejected the dominant cul-
ture's delusions concerning sex and violence. With no control over 
how White men treated White women, through the Negro Women's 
Club Movement, Afra-American women organized against their sex-
ual exploitation and assault by both European- and African-American 
men. These activists-writers did not sever the issues of gender and 
sexual violence from race politics. For decades women such as Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett urged U.S. White women to respond to the political use 
of the "rape" charge in lynchings, recognizing the connections be-
tween resistance to sexual and resistance to racial violence: Neither for 
White nor especially for African-American women was there prosecu-
tion of rape, as a nonconsensual act, under lynch law. Women in the 
antilynching campaigns resisted racial violence, protesting White su-
premacist terror and sexual violence against African-American 
women, children, and men. Women in the antilynching campaigns 
could not realistically sever instances of racist and sexual violence, for 
race was "sexualized" and sex "racialized." The dual realities of the 
assaults against African Americans did not permit prioritizing "race" 
before "sex." 

Antilynching Activism as "Counter-Feminism" 

[An] error on the subject of lynching consists of the widely circulated state-
ment that the moral sensibilities of the best negroes in the United States are so 
stunted and dull, and the standard of morality among even the leaders of the 
race is so low, that they do not appreciate the enormity and heinousness of 
rape. . . Only those who are densely ignorant of the standards and senti-
ments of the best negroes, or who wish willfully [sic] to misrepresent and 
maliciously slander a race already resting under burdens greater than it can  

bear, would accuse its thousands of reputable men and women of sympathiz-
ing with rapists, either black or white, or of condoning their crime. (Mary 
Church Terrell, National Association of Colored Women, 1904)19  

Among contemporary revisionists, Ida B. Wells-Barnett has gained 
notoriety for being "indifferent" to sexual violence against White 
women and for "sympathizing with [Black] rapists." Such criticisms 
may be traced to her editorializing on the "old thread-bare lie"; how-
ever, one can only reconstruct Wells-Barnett as a woman of stunted 
moral sensibilities by erasing or distorting the political praxis of the 
antilynching movement. 

In the absence of historical investigation, such constructions are 
put forth. For example, in "Split Affinities," Black feminist Valerie Smith 
focuses on African-American women's perspectives on interracial rape 
cases to present an argument for Ida B. Wells as a "counter-feminist."20  

Smith posits that the divided loyalties of African Americans leads 
to "split affinities" in interracial rape cases: 

Within a context in which rape charges were often used to justify lynching or 
legal execution, black men and women often perceive an accusation of rape 
as a way to terrorize innocent black men. This kind of reasoning may lead to 
the denial of the fact that some black men do rape.21  

Supporting her thesis on "split affinities," Smith analyzes repre-
sentations of interracial rape in contemporary "journalistic discourse" 
and a short story by Alice Walker, "Advancing Luna"—and Ida B. Wells. 
Smith's narrow reading of Walker's fiction informs her reconstruction 
of Wells-Barnett as counter-feminist, blurring the distinctions between 
fact and fiction (historical research, rather than taken as Walker's creativ-
ity, is a more accurate guide for assessing the politics of Afra-American 
antilynching activists).22  

Smith expands her insights into reductive generalizations. Without 
references to historical research on lynching or Wells's pamphlets, 
Smith writes that Ida B. Wells-Barnett's "opposition to lynching as a 
practice requires her effectively to deny the veracity of any white 
woman's testimony against a black man." Smith's interpretations of 
passages from Wells-Barnett's autobiography, and an act of ventrilo-
quism, allow her to claim that a logical reading of Wells's sentences 
reveals her "effectively blaming white women for the lynching of 
black men" (pp. 273-274). This reading, of an autobiography in which 
Wells-Barnett also writes that, until the lynchings of her friends, she 
had accepted the apologia of lynching as the extralegal execution of 
Black male rapists, crassly simplifies Ida B. Wells-Barnett's politics. 

Valerie Smith's portrait of Ida B. Wells-Barnett as indifferent to 
sexual violence against White women suggests that Wells-Barnett held 
a profound disregard for White women. Yet, Wells-Barnett had work-
ing relationships and personal friendships with prominent White 


