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This article examines the legacy of lynchings on contemporary whites’ views
of blacks as criminal threats. To this end, it draws on prior literature on
racial animus to demonstrate the sustained influence of lynching on contem-
porary America. We hypothesize that one long-standing legacy of lynchings
is its influence in shaping views about blacks as criminals and, in particular,
as a group that poses a criminal threat to whites. In addition, we hypothesize
that this effect will be greater among whites who live in areas in America
where socioeconomic disadvantage and political conservatism are greater.
Results of multilevel analyses of lynching and survey data on whites’ views
toward blacks support the hypotheses. In turn, they underscore the salience
of understanding historical forces, including the legacy of lynchings that
influence contemporary views of blacks, criminals, and punishment policies.

Introduction

Racial tensions in America have persisted since the country’s
founding (Alexander 2012; Bell 2002; McPherson et al. 2001; Peff-
ley and Hurwitz 2010; Peterson 2017; Unnever 2014). Although
many such tensions can be identified, the “lynching era” (Tolnay
and Beck 1995: 17)—which spanned a roughly 50-year period
from around 1880 (the end of Reconstruction) to the 1930s—
stands out and has been the subject of an emerging body of
scholarship that seeks to document and understand the legacy of
lynchings in contemporary America.

Research on lynchings has emphasized the salience of lynch-
ings for exemplifying and supporting a culture of racial animus
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and hostility toward blacks that exerts a persisting influence on
race relations in contemporary America (DeFina and Hannon
2011; Durso and Jacobs 2013; Jacobs et al. 2005, 2012; King et al.
2009; Messner et al. 2005; Porter 2011; Porter et al. 2014;
Smângs 2016; Stewart et al. 2018). Many studies in this tradition
highlight the salience of racial threat for explaining how the racial
animus exemplified by lynchings contributes to modern-day
whites’ views about and reactions to blacks. In so doing, they par-
allel the research that employs racial threat theory to understand
racial disparities in crime policy, law enforcement, punishment,
mass incarceration, and Americans’ views about blacks and crime
(see, e.g., Chiricos et al. 2004; Goidel et al. 2011; Smith and
Holmes 2003; Stults and Baumer 2007; Tonry 2012; Ulmer and
Laskorunsky 2016; Wang and Mears 2010).

This paper seeks to contribute to scholarship aimed at under-
standing the historical legacy of lynchings and contemporary
racialized views of crime. To this end, it examines whether lynch-
ings influence modern-day views that whites hold of blacks both
as criminals and as criminal threats to whites. The touchstone for
this theoretical argument stems from literature on the role of
lynchings in expressing and supporting a deep-rooted cultural
view of blacks that persists in contemporary society and continues
to shape how whites perceive blacks. Drawing on this work and
on racial threat theory, we hypothesize that whites who reside in
areas where lynchings occurred will be more likely to perceive
blacks as criminals and, more specifically, as criminal threats to
whites. We draw, too, on scholarship that highlights the salience
of social class and political ideology to hypothesize that residency
in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage and political conservatism
will amplify these effects. In what follows, we discuss prior theory
and research that provide the context for these hypotheses. We
then discuss the data and methods used to test them, the findings,
and their implications for scholarship.

Background

The Legacy of Lynchings in Contemporary America

The Civil War marked a turning point in the history of the
United States, one that drew attention to changing status of blacks.
Passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery,
raised questions about whites’ position in society (Acharya et al.
2016; Alexander 2012; Davis 2006; Feagin 2013). In response, dur-
ing the post-War upheaval, whites’ animosity toward blacks esca-
lated (Brundage 1993; Tolnay and Beck 1995). Lynchings—which
peaked during the 1880s and 1890s and then persisted, albeit at
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increasingly lower levels, for another 50 years—constituted one of
the central and most violent results of this animosity.

Research points to a complex array of forces that led to lynch-
ings. As King et al. (2009: 294) have emphasized, the literature on
lynchings “include psychological and psychoanalytic accounts,
arguments about the reliance on popular or vigilante justice to
compensate for the perceived ineffectiveness of legal institutions,
cultural interpretations highlighting southern notions of chivalry
and honor, and ‘social threat’ accounts emphasizing the political
and economic competition between blacks and whites” (see,
e.g., Clarke 1998; King et al. 2009; Wells 1970; Messner et al.
2006). Regardless, one consistent theme that surfaces across these
accounts is that lynchings emanated from and reflected extreme
racial hatred.

In efforts to understand the aftermath of lynchings, scholars
have emphasized the entrenched and open pervasiveness of
whites’ hostility toward blacks. Murders of blacks frequently
occurred in the dark of night (Bailey and Tolnay 2015; Beck
2015). But they also not infrequently constituted public events,
ones in which no effort was made to obscure participants or their
actions. Indeed, lynchings in such instances were communal
undertakings that involved children and families and were
reported in news accounts (Allen 2000; Bailey and Tolnay 2015;
Clarke 1998; Ginzburg 1988; Litwack 2000; Pfeifer 2004; Poole
2009). An illustration of the overt displays of violence can be seen
in the 1908 lynching of an African American, Nelse Patton, who
had been accused of killing a white woman in Oxford, Mississippi.
The lynching was overseen by an ex-U.S. Senator, William
V. Sullivan, who openly boasted about the daytime lynching,
which, notably, had occurred in the town square (Williamson
1993). Similar events unfolded elsewhere. In typical fashion,
lynchings in such cases not only were public spectacles but also
entailed gruesome violence that conveyed the profound animus
and resentment that whites felt toward blacks (Ginzburg 1988;
White 1918).

This sensibility was not isolated. Lynchings were part and par-
cel of the social and cultural fabric of white society. When lynchings
occurred, it reflected the view among whites that it was acceptable
to do so. It also reflected a view of blacks as “inherently and perma-
nently inferior” and “less than human” (Litwack 2000: 12). It
reflected more than that, though. The intensity of violence against
lynching victims went well beyond what would be required to put
someone to death (Tolnay and Beck 1995; White 1918). Among
whites, a sense of rage existed that a seemingly less-than-human
group, one previously enslaved, could occupy the same social status
as them (Smângs 2016; Tolnay and Beck 1995; Williamson 1993).
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Lynchings provided, then, an expression of animus and
resentment that pervaded white society and, at the same time,
reinforced hostility toward blacks. As Markovitz (2004: xvii) has
argued, “lynchings were never entirely confined to the physical
realm and were instead always intended to be seen as a metaphor
for race relations,” and this metaphor “has resurfaced, changed,
and been deployed over time.” In this view, lynchings provided a
reflection of a broader racial tension that governed whites’ views
of blacks. The penetration of this tension in communities in turn
created the foundation for a legacy and culture of racial hatred
that could resurface in subsequent decades (Carrigan 2004;
Clarke 1998; Durso and Jacobs 2013; Frazier 2015; Gabriel and
Tolnay 2017). King et al. (2009: 292) have, for example, argued
that the “racial antagonism” embodied by lynchings “tends to be
deeply ingrained in culture (i.e., it dies hard),” and thus continue
to influence modern racial dynamics.

Lynchings and Contemporary Whites’ Views of Black Criminal
Threat

One such resurfacing can be seen in get-tough criminal justice
policies that have disproportionately affected blacks. Scholars
argue that these policies have resulted in part from a contempo-
rary fear of blacks as criminal threats (Alexander 2012; Pettit and
Western 2004; Unnever and Gabbidon 2011). Some studies have
directly linked the policies to lynchings. Jacobs et al. (2012: 170),
for example, have written that “the intense anti-Black fervor
exemplified by [lynchings] may persist in sufficient strength to
influence contemporary legal punishments.” Similarly, King et al.
(2009: 293) have argued that the “symbolic and cultural frame-
work surrounding lynching” can help to explain current sanction-
ing policies and practices. Support for this argument can be
found in an emerging and diverse body of research that has
found a positive association between past lynchings and contem-
porary capital punishment, prison admissions, noncompliance
with federal hate crime law, violence toward blacks, and white
supremacist group activity (DeFina and Hannon 2011; Durso and
Jacobs 2013; Jacobs et al. 2005, 2012; King et al. 2009; Messner
et al. 2006; Petersen and Ward 2015; Porter 2011; Porter
et al. 2014).

In seeking to explain how lynchings have influenced contempo-
rary America, researchers have drawn on racial threat theory, which
argues that majority groups use informal or formal social control
against putative threat groups to control them (Blalock 1967; Blauner
1972; Liska 1992). Racial threat theory has been widely used to
explain variation in arrests, convictions, the incarceration of blacks
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(Garland 2001, 2013; Jackson 1989; Myers 1990; Pettit and Western
2004; Sampson 2009, 2012; Smith and Holmes 2003; Stults and Bau-
mer 2007; Ulmer and Laskorunsky 2016; Wang and Mears 2010). It
has been used as well to explain majority members’ prejudice toward
minority groups who are perceived to be a threat (Behrens et al.
2003; Quillian 1996). A central departure for racial threat scholarship
has been the observation that whites equate criminal threat with
blacks. That is, the assumption is that blacks are assumed by whites to
be criminal and, not least, to present a direct criminal threat to whites
(Chiricos et al. 2004; Eitle et al. 2002; Gilliam Jr. et al. 2002; Keen
and Jacobs 2009; Mancini et al. 2015; Mears et al. 2013; Peffley
and Hurwitz 2010; Pickett et al. 2012; Unnever 2014; Wang and
Mears 2010).

Building on this theoretical tradition, a number of studies
have explored how lynchings—and the culturally embedded
racial animus that they represent—contribute to hostile and
punitive actions toward blacks in contemporary America, such
as limited hate crime enforcement (King et al. 2009), increased
participation in white supremacist groups (Durso and Jacobs
2013), and greater support for capital punishment (Messner
et al. 2006) and for punitive sanctions of black offenders in
particular (Stewart et al. 2018). These studies suggest that the
legacy of lynching can be seen in violence toward blacks and in
efforts to impose punishments. Such responses have been
interpreted through the lens of racial threat theory. The legacy
entails persistent racial animosity that in modern times finds
expression not only in anti-black sentiment but also in concern
about blacks as presenting a criminal threat (Tolnay and Beck
1995: 17). This idea can readily be seen in analyses of support
for the death penalty. Whites who reside in areas where lynch-
ings occurred are more likely to support the death penalty
(Messner et al. 2006), which logically implies a concern among
whites about blacks as sources of crime. The idea can be seen
as well in white supremacist group participation; itself an effort
to exercise informal social control. For example, Durso and
Jacobs (2013: 129) have emphasized that “supremacist rhe-
toric” emphasizes a concern about violent crime committed by
blacks.

These lines of work lend support to racial threat arguments
about the effects of lynchings.1 The consistent theme that emerges
is that deeply rooted racial animus has persisted over time. In
addition, this animus has shaped modern-day whites’ views about

1 A related line of work examines how racial threat processes may influence support
for programs that benefit blacks or contribute to negative views of blacks. Evidence that
racial threat explains variation in such outcomes is mixed (see Acharya et al. 2016).
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blacks and punitive sanctions, especially those that may serve to
control or punish blacks. Research has emphasized more than a
global perception of racial threat. It suggests that lynchings have
contributed to views among whites that blacks present a potent
criminal threat to society and, beyond that, a criminal threat spe-
cifically to whites (see, e.g., Durso and Jacobs 2013; King et al.
2009; Stewart et al. 2018). Not least, scholarship on lynchings and
racial threat underscores the potential for threat mechanisms to
be amplified by social context (see, generally, DeFina and Hannon
2011; Gabriel and Tolnay 2017; Jackson 1989; Jacobs et al. 2012;
Mears et al. 2016; Welch et al. 2011).

Study Questions and Hypotheses

In this study, we seek to contribute to efforts to understand
the salience of lynchings and the racialization of crime both histor-
ically and in contemporary America. To this end, we draw on
prior theory and empirical research to develop and test two inter-
related hypotheses.

First, perceived black criminal threat—that is, the perception that blacks
are criminal and that they are more likely to commit crimes against whites—
will be greater among whites who reside in areas that experienced higher num-
bers of lynchings (H1). This hypothesis derives from scholarship that
has identified “lingering effects” of lynchings (Morrison 2006; Porter
2011) and highlights the potential for lynchings to influence how
whites in contemporary America view blacks as criminal threats (e.-
g., Jacobs et al. 2012; King et al. 2009; Messner et al. 2006). This
line of research suggests that whites who reside in areas where
lynchings, in the past, were more frequent will be more likely to reg-
ister greater levels of perceived black criminal threat and, in particu-
lar, that they will be more likely to view blacks as a criminal threat to
whites.

Second, in contemporary America, this effect will be more pronounced
among whites who reside in areas marked by greater social and economic
disadvantage (H2a) or areas that are politically conservative (H2b).
Hypothesis 2a incorporates insights that scholars have made
about the potential for the effect of racial threat to be greater in
areas where the majority, whites, may be more likely to live on the
social or economic margins. They face a greater risk of exclusion
from mainstream society or of failing to conform with conven-
tional middle-class views of success and belonging (Byrd et al.
2015; Durso and Jacobs 2013; Fullerton and Dixon 2009; Thompson
2016). As a result, whites in such areas may experience higher levels
of frustration and defeatism and have a heightened sense of being in
competition with blacks (see, e.g., Hochschild 2016; see, generally,
Wells 1970). This social context in turn may contribute to whites’
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animosity toward blacks and related concerns about blacks as posing
a threat to the safety and order of mainstream society. At the same
time, the effect of lynchings—and the anti-black animosity that such
lynchings represented—may be amplified among whites who reside
in disadvantaged areas. Such individuals may be more likely to view
blacks as a criminal threat and as a threat that may directly
affect them.

The roots of this potentially more acutely felt threat have their
foundation in the aftermath of the Civil War. Tolnay and Beck
(1995: 4) have observed, for example, that southern whites faced
greater competition for employment and in this sense “were casu-
alties of war.” For example, from 1900 to 1930, the number of
black tenant farmers in the South increased by 27 percent. This
increase contributed to higher unemployment and economic dis-
advantage among rural whites. As a result, mob violence and
lynchings were used as an organized method to displace black
workers who represented a threat to whites’ economic well-being
(Raper 2003). Scholars have documented the economic competi-
tion that arose as blacks migrated north during the early part of
the twentieth century and were perceived as economic competi-
tors to whites, in turn resulting in exclusionary practices against
blacks (Horowitz 1985; Lieberson 1981; Olzak 1992; Wilson
1996). In contemporary America, however, disadvantage may
exert effects that go beyond activating perceptions among whites
about competition with blacks that in turn fuels resentment or
antipathy toward them (Tolnay and Beck 1995). It also may fuel
defeatism, frustration, and a broader sense, as Hochschild (2016)
has described, “of being shoved back in line” while others get
ahead (215), as amounting to “strangers in their own land” (219),
and as being “culturally marginalized” (221). Social and economic
disadvantage thus may provide a context that provides multiple
grounds for amplifying whites’ racial animus and hostility toward
blacks. In so doing, it provides a setting in which the legacy of
lynchings may resonate more strongly and thus amplify percep-
tions of blacks as criminal threats to whites.

Hypothesis 2b extends this line of reasoning and draws on lit-
erature that finds that political conservatives may be more likely to
endorse punitive views grounded in opposition to or fear of blacks
(Chiricos et al. 2004; Fullerton and Dixon 2009; Jacobs et al. 2012;
King 2008; McCorkle 1993). Specifically, conservatives are more
likely to campaign on law-and-order platforms and support puni-
tive policies that disproportionately affect blacks and other minori-
ties (Beckett 1997; Davey 1998; Jacobs and Helms 1996; McVeigh
et al. 2014; Stucky et al. 2005). Indeed, conservative rhetoric about
law and order have been used historically and in contemporary
times to increase public awareness of crime and punishment and to
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link street crime to blacks (Alexander 2012; Beckett 1997; Beckett
and Sasson 2000; Campbell and Schoenfeld 2013; Chiricos et al.
2004; Garland 2001; Hawkins 1987; Ward 2015).

Some scholars have observed that associating crime with race
provides an avenue through which Republican presidential candi-
dates and administrations can appeal to working and lower middle-
class whites (Beckett 1997; Jacobs and Helms 1996; McVeigh et al.
2014). For example, Beckett (1997) and Beckett and Sasson (2000)
have observed that the Reagan and Bush administrations empha-
sized a political discourse centered on exclusion of marginalized
populations. This discourse led to a view of minorities and the poor
as potent threats to social order, a phenomenon that has persisted
in subsequent elections (Hochschild 2016; Ramirez 2013). Collec-
tively, such work suggests that in politically conservative communi-
ties, whites may be more likely to perceive blacks as criminal
threats. More relevant to our focus, however, it suggests that politi-
cal conservatism may provide an ideological context that amplifies
the effects of a historical legacy of anti-black sentiment. We thus
hypothesize that the effects of lynchings will be greater among
whites who reside in politically conservative communities.

Data and Methods

To test the hypotheses, we constructed a multilevel database
using individual level survey data and county-level contextual pre-
dictors. The individual level data for the study were gathered
through a national random telephone survey of 2736 American
adults age 18 or older, using random-digit dialing and Computer
Assisted Telephone Interviewing to ensure accuracy in recording
data. The sampling frame includes households with either landlines
or cellular phones; households without either form of telecommu-
nication may be underrepresented. The telephone surveys were
conducted throughout 2013. The survey focused on respondents’
attitudes about crime and punishment and collected information
on whites’ views about black criminals; it thus offers a unique
opportunity to examine our research questions.

A two-stage modified Mitofsky-Waksberg sampling design was
used to develop the random-digit dialing sample (Tourangeau
2004). Respondents were limited to one adult resident per house-
hold. From each household sampled, the adult respondent with
the most recent birthday was selected (Kish 1965). Trained inter-
viewers conducted the telephone interviews and were closely
monitored by supervisors. In addition, to minimize interviewer
error, supervisors reviewed 10 percent of completed interviews
for accuracy by comparing selected responses to digitally recorded
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excerpts of interviews. There was 93 percent agreement between
supervisors and interviewers; in the 7 percent of cases where
there was not agreement, the supervisors and interviewers met to
reconcile the discrepancy. A five call-back rule was employed
before replacement of households. Using the definition recom-
mended by the American Association for Public Opinion Research
(AAPOR 2008)—that is, completed calls divided by the sum of
completed calls, terminated calls, and refusals—we obtained a 61
percent response rate among all contacts with eligible respon-
dents. Cases of unknown eligibility, such as answering machines,
busy signals, no answer, and known ineligibility, such as discon-
nected numbers, businesses, and fax numbers, were excluded
from this calculation. The response rate is comparable to studies
that use rigorous survey methodologies (McCarty et al. 2006; Pew
Research Center 2004), as well as those in similar studies
(e.g., King and Wheelock 2007). Overall, 94 percent of all surveys
initiated were completed; this rate is substantially higher than the
60 percent average for national telephone interviews (see, gener-
ally, Weisberg et al. 1989).

We restricted the analyses to the 2408 non-Latino white
respondents in the sample; these respondents were distributed
across 168 counties. The racial and ethnic background of the origi-
nal sample was as follows: 88 percent of the sample was non-Latino
white, 7 percent was black, 3 percent was Latino, and 2 percent
was Asian. Since our primary interest is in how the dominant
group, in this case whites, views blacks, we restricted the sample to
non-Latino white respondents. To account for the potential influ-
ence of contextual characteristics, we geocoded respondents to the
168 counties where they resided and appended to the individual
level records county-level data from the U.S. Census Bureau. We
employed modern county boundaries to link lynching counts to
the identifying codes used by the Census Bureau.

Two sets of data were analyzed. First, the southern sample comes
from Beck and Tolnay’s (2015) southern inventory. It includes lynch-
ing data for 11 southern states from 1877 through 1950: Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia (see also Tolnay
et al. 1996). The analyses rely on these data both because lynchings
occurred primarily in the South (Brundage 1993) and because of
the well-established validity of the Beck and Tolnay (2015) inventory.
In total, for the southern sample, there are 1301 respondents across
79 counties in these 11 states.

Second, in addition to analysis of the southern sample, we rep-
licated the analyses using a national sample to assess the robustness
of the results. The national sample consists of 2408 respondents
who resided in 168 counties across 38 states. In creating the
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national data file, we augmented the Beck and Tolnay (2015)
inventory using data from several scholars and organizations. One
source comes from Pfeifer’s (2004, 2013) lynching inventories.
These spanned the years from 1870 to 1947 and provided lynching
data for counties in the following states: Illinois, Indiana, Iowa,
Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, New York,
Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin.
Another source is Frazier’s (2009, 2015) lynching inventories,
which covered the years 1870–1932 for Kansas counties and 1870–
1950 for Missouri counties. For counties in Maryland, we drew on
the lynching inventory, for 1870–1933, from the Maryland State
Archives (2017). Leonard (2002) provided lynching inventory data
for Colorado counties for 1870–1919. Carrigan (2004) provided
lynching inventory data for Texas counties for 1870–1916. Kiktode
(2008) provided lynching inventory data for Oklahoma counties
for 1870–1930. The National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People’s (NAACP 1919) lynching inventory, 1889–1918,
was used to obtain lynching data for counties in Connecticut,
Massachusetts, New Mexico, and Rhode Island.

Time spans covered by the different data sources varied.
Accordingly, we computed annualized lynching counts by dividing
total lynching counts for by the number of years covered by each
data source. To illustrate, the Beck and Tolnay (2015) lynching
totals were divided by 73 (i.e., the number of years encompassed
between 1877 and 1950) and the Pfeifer (2004, 2013) lynching
totals were divided by 77 (1870–1947). This procedure was fol-
lowed for each lynching inventory (see also King et al. 2009: 297).
This approach allows for investigation of the peak era of lynchings
(Tolnay and Beck 1995: 30) and whether any effect of lynching
observed in the southern sample can be replicated in the national
sample of counties. More generally, by merging the lynching and
survey data, we are able to examine whether racial animus over
100 years ago, as reflected in lynchings, affects contemporary
whites’ attitudes of black criminal threat. We can investigate, too,
whether this relationship is moderated by contemporary county-
level concentrated disadvantage and political context, respectively.

Below we describe each of the variables used in the study.
Descriptive statistics for all variables are provided in Table 1.

Dependent Variables

A unique contribution of this study lies in the focus on testing
whether lynchings are associated with perceived black criminal
threat. Prior lynching scholarship typically has inferred that contem-
porary support for punitive actions toward or sanctions of blacks
through racial threat processes. Such work typically assumes that
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these processes involve concerns that whites have about blacks as
posing a criminal threat in general or as a criminal threat to whites
in particular. These studies, however, have not directly examined
whites views of black criminality or, by extension, whether whites
view blacks as posing a direct criminal threat to them. To address
this research gap, we examine two dependent variables that accord
with those used in prior studies that assess racial and ethnic threat
processes (see, e.g., Barkan and Cohn 1994, 2005; King and Whee-
lock 2007; Stults and Baumer 2007; Johnson et al. 2011): Perceived
black criminal threat and perceived black-on-white crime.

Black criminal threat is measured using responses to six state-
ments: blacks “pose a greater threat to public order and safety
than other racial or ethnic groups; hurt the U.S. by committing
more violent crimes than other racial or ethnic groups; hurt the
U.S. by committing more property crimes than other racial or
ethnic groups; hurt the U.S. by committing more drug crimes
than other racial or ethnic groups; commit most of the crime in
the United States; commit crimes that are more harmful to society
when compared to other racial or ethnic groups.” Response cate-
gories were: 0 = strongly disagree, 1 = disagree, 2 = agree, and
3 = strongly agree. The resulting measure ranges from 0 (low)
through 18 (high) and the alpha coefficient for it was .86.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables

Mean SD Range

Dependent variables
Perceived black criminal threat 6.79 2.52 0–18
Perceived black-on-white crime 6.10 2.18 0–15

Independent variables
Theoretical predictor
Black lynchings 6.61 6.31 0–36

Theoretical moderators
Concentrated disadvantage 4.71 1.62 0–11
Percent voting republican 51.96% 13.85% 0–100

County controls
Homicide rate (per 100,000) 6.12 4.33 0–55
Percent black 15.32% 9.15% 0–67
Black growth .01 .03 −.07−.14
Population structure 5.04 .67 4.45–15.61
Percent urban 53.90% 12.14% 0–100
Black lynchings spatial lag .80 .46 0–2

Demographic controls
Age 47.85 12.92 18–81
Male 56.74% — 0–1
Married 51.95% — 0–1
Education level (college graduate) 47.75% — 0–1
Family income $55,314 $10,347 $10K–165Ka

Employed 52.10% — 0–1
Political conservative 57.41% — 0–1
Own home 65.94% — 0–1
Fear of blacks 2.74 .86 0–9

N1 = 1301 individuals; N2 = 79 counties.
aDivided by 1000.
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Black-on-white crime is measured using five statements: blacks
“commit most of the violent crimes against law-abiding Whites
than any other racial or ethnic groups; commit most of the prop-
erty crimes against law-abiding Whites than any other racial or
ethnic groups; target law-abiding Whites for victimization more
than any other racial or ethnic groups; pose a greater criminal
threat to law-abiding Whites than any other racial or ethnic
groups; commit most of the crimes in the U.S. against law-abiding
Whites than any other racial or ethnic groups.” Response catego-
ries ranged from 0 = strongly disagree to 3 = strongly agree.

This measure had an alpha coefficient of .83 and values that
ranged from 0 (low) to 15 (high). To assess whether the black
criminal threat and black-on-white crime measures were empiri-
cally distinct from each other, we estimated both an exploratory
factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis. The analyses
showed that perceived black criminal threat and perceived black-
on-white crime were moderately correlated (r = .58) and thus
cannot be collapsed into a single factor without significant loss of
information. In short, the two reflect distinct constructs that are
empirically distinguishable.

Independent Variable

Our main theoretical variable is black lynchings, as a measure
of racial animus and hostility among whites in the late 1800s and
early 1900s. It is the number of lynching events with at least one
black victim for the years covered in the data sources, and is a
measure used in similar studies of lynching (e.g., King et al. 2009;
Messner et al. 2005; Tolnay and Beck 1995). We estimated the
number rather than rate of lynchings because the symbolic mean-
ing of lynching is unlikely to be a function of proportionate repre-
sentation. Lynchings occurred rarely; in many cases, though
certainly not all, when they did occur, they were publicized and
involved entire communities (King et al. 2009; Litwack 2000;
Tolnay et al. 1996; Williamson 1993). The period covered by the
sources represents the height of lynching activity in America
(Tolnay and Beck 1995: 30). Black lynchings for the main ana-
lyses, which rely on the Tolnay and Beck (1995) southern inven-
tory, range from 0 (low) to 36 (high).

We also examine two moderating variables that we theorize
will condition the effect of lynchings. The first, concentrated disad-
vantage, is measured by three county-level 2010 decennial Cen-
sus indicators: the percentage of persons on public assistance,
the percentage of households below the poverty level, and the
percentage of persons unemployed. Other studies have used
such variables to examine social and economic disadvantage (see,
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e.g., Sampson et al. 1997; Parker and Reckdenwald 2008). All
three items were standardized and combined to form a measure
of disadvantage. We then added a constant (12) to eliminate neg-
ative values; this measure ranges from 0 (low) to 11 (high) and
had an alpha coefficient of .87. The second moderator is political
conservatism, measured here as the percent voting republican. Spe-
cifically, it is the proportion of county residents voting for the
Republican Presidential candidate, Mitt Romney, in 2012. This
measure ranges from 0 (low) to 100 (high).

Control Variables

We controlled for a wide range of individual and county-
level factors that scholars have linked to punitive attitudes (see,
e.g., Barkan and Cohn 1994, 2005; Baumer et al. 2003; King
and Wheelock 2007; Smith and Holmes 2003; Stults and
Baumer 2007). At the individual level, we controlled for the follow-
ing factors: age, gender, marital status, education level, family
income, employment status, political conservatism, homeowner-
ship, and fear of blacks. At the county level, controls included the
following: homicide rate, percent black, black growth, population
structure, and percent urban. We also included a spatial lag. It is
derived from a weighting technique that assumes that black lynch-
ings in spatially proximate counties may influence the black lynch-
ings in a given county. This lag gives less weight to geographically
distant counties and more to those nearby to control for the influ-
ence of lynchings in neighboring counties. The Appendix provides
full details about the definitions and metrics of these variables.

Analytic Strategy

We estimated multilevel linear models, with individuals nested
within counties, to examine how lynchings, concentrated disadvan-
tage, and political context are associated with whites’ perceptions of
blacks as criminal threats. Multilevel models are useful for addres-
sing nonindependence of observations within higher order group-
ings. In our analysis, the 1301 respondents are nested within the
79 southern counties, with an average of 16 respondents per
county. Ignoring this clustering may yield standard errors that are
deflated, thus exaggerating tests of statistical significance. Specifi-
cally, residual errors are likely to be correlated within counties in
nested data. That violates the assumption of independence of
observations in regression analysis, which tends to bias standard
errors downward and increase the probability of type I (false posi-
tive) errors (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).

Multilevel modeling accounts for this nonindependence and
produces correct estimates of standard errors (Raudenbush and
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Bryk 2002). This technique also is useful because it allows us to
estimate a model that isolates the independent effects of both
individual and county-level variables. All models are estimated
using the multilevel function in the Stata 14 program (Rabe-
Hesketh and Skrondal 2008).2

The analyses proceed through the following steps. First, we
regressed perceived black criminal threat among whites on black
lynchings, as well as on individual and county-level control vari-
ables. Second, we build on this multilevel model by including con-
centrated disadvantage and percent voting Republican to examine
their influence on whites’ perceptions of blacks as criminal threats.
Third, we test whether the influence of black lynchings on per-
ceived black criminal threat is amplified by concentrated disadvan-
tage and percent voting Republican. Finally, we repeat these
analyses with our second dependent variable, black-on-white crime.
We do so to assess whether whites differentiate in their views about
black threat and whether, in particular, the legacy of lynchings
increases whites’ views of blacks not only as criminals but also as
posing, in particular, a criminal threat to whites.

Results

We begin first with a test of the first hypothesis. In Table 2,
model 1 provides an assessment of whether, net of the control vari-
ables, black lynchings influence contemporary whites’ views of
blacks as criminal threats. Before discussing the estimated effect of
lynchings, the associations between the control variables and per-
ceived criminal threat warrant discussion. As can be seen in the
model, black criminal threat is higher among the non-married,

2 The intraclass correlation indicated that the total variance in black criminal threat
was 4.7, with 3.34 lying within counties and 1.36 between counties, implying that about
71% of the variance in black criminal threat lies within counties, while the remaining 29%
falls between counties. There was also significant variation in the average level of black
criminal threat across counties (χ2(1) = 1311, p < .05). Similarly, the total variance in
black-on-white crime was 3.92, with 2.98 within counties and .94 between counties. This
difference translates into about 76% of the variance in black-on-white crime being located
within counties and 24% being located between counties. Further, there was significant
variation in the average level of black-on-white crime across counties (χ2(1) = 1880,
p < .05). These results indicate that sufficient variance in both outcomes exists to support
multilevel analyses. Also, the intercept reliability estimates were .79 for black criminal
threat and .81 for black-on-white crime, indicating that the data are sufficient to generate
reliable estimates. To ensure that our results were robust, we estimated alternative
models substituting a robust s.e. correction for clustered observations in place of the mul-
tilevel models. Findings from this approach produced equivalent findings, suggesting the
results are robust to our choice of model. Finally, to assess multicollinearity among the
predictor variables, we examined the variance inflation factors (VIF). Multicollinearity
was not a problem; for example, none of the VIFs was greater than 2.2.
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political conservatives, and those who are more fearful of blacks in
general. In addition, respondents in counties with greater growth
in the black population and in counties with a lower population
structure or density reported higher levels of perceived black crim-
inal threat. The black percent and growth measures were not sig-
nificant, which contrasts with some studies that have examined
views of minorities as criminal threats (see, e.g., King and Whee-
lock 2007; Unnever and Cullen 2007; Wang 2012).

We now turn to our substantive focus. Inspection of model
1 shows that the black lynchings variable is statistically significant
and is positively associated with perceived black criminal threat.
This finding suggests that, among whites in contemporary Amer-
ica, levels of perceived black criminal threat are higher in counties
where historical patterns of black lynching activities were more
frequent. To illustrate the magnitude of this relationship, we pre-
dict levels of black criminal threat that corresponded to varying
levels of lynching activity, with all covariates set at their means.
The predicted value of criminal threat for whites who resided in a
county that experienced no lynching is 7.4. By contrast, this level
rises to 10.4 for those residing in a county with 10 black lynching
victims. Thus, the legacy of a particularly high prevalence of

Table 2. Multilevel Models of Perceived Black Criminal Threat Regressed on
Black Lynchings, Southern Sample

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variables b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E.

Theoretical predictor
Black lynchings .306* .043 .131* .047 .037 .050 .002 .060

Theoretical moderators
Concentrated disadvantage — — .788* .159 .355+ .188 .674* .151
Percent voting republican — — .067* .020 .070* .019 .037+ .021

Interactions
Lynchings × disadvantage — — — — .070* .019 — —
Lynchings × republican — — — — — — .008* .002

County controls
Homicide rate −.037 .089 .077 .089 .110 .081 .080 .082
Percent black −.339 .489 −.352 .487 −.328 .487 −.360 .487
Black growth .042 .102 .111 .086 .119 .078 .092 .080
Population structure −.147* .061 −.147* .061 −.146* .061 −.149* .061
Percent urban .003 .020 .003 .018 −.002 .017 .012 .017
Black lynching spatial lag .367 .725 −.452 .622 .156 .604 .070 .610

Demographic controls
Age −.006 .004 −.006 .004 −.006 .004 −.006 .004
Male −.064 .097 −.054 .097 −.053 .097 −.047 .097
Married −.242* .100 −.233* .100 −.232* .100 −.234* .100
Education level .124 .091 .127 .090 .127 .090 .127 .090
Family income −.013 .025 −.012 .025 −.012 .025 −.008 .025
Employed .066 .103 .058 .102 .052 .102 .053 .102
Political conservative .372* .098 .374* .098 .368* .098 .383* .098
Own home −.059 .104 −.061 .104 −.061 .104 −.060 .104
Fear of blacks .120* .054 .121* .054 .121* .054 .127* .054

Intercept 7.366* .876 6.675* .851 6.009* .824 6.335* .816
Total variance explained 19.4% 28.5% 32.3% 31.9%

*p ≤ .05; +p ≤ .10.
N1 = 1301 individuals; N2 = 79 counties.
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lynching activity increases perceived black criminal threat by
3 points, a 40 percent increase.3

In the subsequent model, we include concentrated disadvan-
tage and percent voting Republican. The results displayed in
model 2 showed that both variables also are statistically significant
and positively associated with criminal threat. Thus, perceptions of
black threat are greater in less prosperous counties.4 Similarly, the
statistically significant coefficient for percent voting Republican
indicates that whites who resided in counties with more votes for
Mitt Romney, the Republican presidential candidate in the 2012
election, than for Barack Obama are more likely to view blacks as
criminally threatening.

Model 2 establishes that concentrated disadvantage and percent
Republican are associated with whites’ views of black criminal threat
and provides the foundation for our second hypothesis—examining
whether these variables amplify the effects of black lynchings.
Model 3 examines the interaction of lynchings and concentrated
disadvantage, and model 4 examines the interaction of lynchings
and percent Republican. Both models lend support to the hypothe-
sis, as can be seen in the statistically significant interaction terms
(b = .070 in model 3 and b = .008 in model 4). Specifically, the
effect of lynchings on perceived black criminal threat is stronger in
disadvantaged counties and in counties where the percent voting
Republican is greater.

We show the predicted values for the two statistically significant
interactions in Figures 1 and 2, respectively. The figures show the
influence of lynching on perceived black criminal threat across levels
of disadvantage and, separately, levels of percent voting Republican.

3 One reviewer, citing Acharya et al. (2016), suggested that slavery may account for
some of the effect of lynchings. In ancillary analyses, we included a county-level variable to
account for the proportion of the black population who, according to the 1860 U.S. Cen-
sus, were slaves. When this measure was entered into the analyses, the models failed to
converge. Upon further inspection, the slavery measure was highly correlated (r = .86)
with percent black and showed moderately strong correlations with lynchings (r = .55) and
black growth (r = .51). We removed percent black and reestimated the models with slavery
included. Slavery’s effects failed to reach statistical significance (p > .25) on black criminal
threat (b = .010, s.e. = .123) and black-on-white crime (b = .005, s.e. = .119) and did not
alter the substantive results. Because it did not alter the substantive findings and because it
created an unacceptable level of multicollinearity when introduced with percent black, we
did not retain the slavery measure in the final models.

4 To further investigate disadvantage, we examined whether the ratio of white/black con-
centrated disadvantage predicted the two outcomes. The results produced similar estimates to
those presented in the tables. For example, white/black concentrated disadvantage significantly
(p < .05) predicted black criminal threat (b = .120, s.e. = .037) and black-on-white crime
(b = .216, s.e. = .074). These results suggest that whites’ views of criminal threat may be sensi-
tive to perceptions of relative disadvantage and thus imply that competition with blacks may
play a role in how whites perceive blacks. These findings augment the main findings that socio-
economic disadvantage may provide a context that may shape whites’ views of crime and, in
particular, black criminal threat, and perhaps do so through different theoretical mechanisms.
We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for drawing attention to this line of inquiry.

502 Perceived Black Criminal Threat Among Whites

Retr
ac

ted

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12396 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12396


In the figures, “low” concentrated disadvantage was defined as 2 s.d.
below the mean and “high” concentrated disadvantage was defined
as 2 s.d. above the mean. Similarly, “low” percent voting Republican
was defined as 2 s.d. below the mean and “high” percent voting
Republican was defined as 2 s.d. above the mean.

As inspection of Figure 1 highlights, among whites who reside
in highly disadvantaged areas, the effects of living in areas that
experienced more lynchings is greater. For these individuals, resi-
dency in communities that had a greater number of lynchings
substantially increases their perceptions of blacks as a criminal
threat, and does so considerably more than it does among whites
in areas of greater socioeconomic advantage. A similar pattern
surfaces among whites residing in Republican strongholds versus
those who do not, as can be seen in Figure 2.

To this point, our focus has centered on whites’ perceptions of
blacks as a criminal threat. This focus is, however, diffused and does
not address the possibility of a more targeted effect, such that whites
perceive blacks as a criminal threat to whites in particular. A targeted
effect is anticipated by scholarship on lynchings, which highlight the
animosity that whites felt toward blacks and that was expressed
through violence against blacks (Tolnay and Beck 1995). It is antici-
pated, too, by scholarship on racial threat, which anticipates that
whites may be more likely to view blacks as criminals and as likely to
harm them (Mears et al. 2013). In short, the question arises: Does
residing in areas where racial animus and hostility were greater
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Figure 1. The Effect of Black Lynchings on Perceived Black Criminal Threat
by Level of Concentrated Disadvantage. [Color figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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increase the probability that contemporary whites who reside in
these areas will view blacks as likely to commit crimes specifically
against whites? Table 3 answers this question by revisiting the models
above and focusing on our second outcome—perceptions among
whites that blacks are more likely to commit crimes against whites.

As can be seen in Table 3, a similar pattern of results surfaces
to that in Table 2. In model 1, as expected, the results indicate that
lynchings have a statistically significant and positive effect on whites
perceptions of black-on-white crime. This finding indicates that
whites who resided in counties with a historical legacy of racial vio-
lence express a heightened belief that blacks pose a criminal threat
specifically against them. To illustrate, the predicted value of black-
on-white crime for whites who resided in a county that experienced
no lynchings is 6. This level rises 2.8 points, a 47 percent increase,
for those residing in a county with 10 black lynching victims. The
legacy of lynching thus not only increases whites’ perceptions of
blacks as criminals but it also increases their perceptions that blacks
pose a direct criminal threat to them.

Here, again, consistent with the above analyses, concentrated
disadvantage and percent voting Republican were statistically signifi-
cant predictors of black criminal threat and, in particular, perceived
threat of black-on-white crime (model 2). Of particular relevance for
our second hypothesis, models 3 and 4 indicate that disadvantage
and percent voting Republican amplify the threat-increasing effect of
residing in areas that had more lynchings. To facilitate interpretation
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Figure 2. The Effect of Black Lynchings on Perceived Black Criminal Threat
by Percentage of County Residents Voting Republican. [Color figure can be
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of the results, we again plot the predicted values for the two interac-
tions in Figures 3 and 4. As shown in Figure 3, residing in areas that
had higher levels of lynchings increases the perceptions among con-
temporary whites that blacks pose a criminal threat to whites; this
effect is more pronounced among whites who live in highly disadvan-
taged communities. Similarly, the effects of residing in areas where
the legacy of lynchings was greatest are more pronounced when
whites reside in areas that are more likely to be Republican strong-
holds. These results are not, it should be noted, sensitive to state-level
differences.

Our primary focus in the analyses above has centered on the
South because of the greater concentration of lynching activity in the
South and the higher quality of the Beck and Tolnay (2015) data.
However, to test if the findings hold beyond the South, we conducted
a parallel set of analyses that examined lynching effects nationally. For
these analyses, we relied on a data set that merged the Beck and Tol-
nay (2015) inventory with lynching data from the other sources dis-
cussed in the previous section. The results are presented in Table 4.

Models 1–3 focus on whites’ perceptions of blacks as a criminal
threat, while models 4–6 focus on whites’ perception that blacks

Table 3. Multilevel Models of Perceived Black-On-White Crime Regressed on
Black Lynchings, Southern Sample

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variables b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E.

Theoretical predictor
Black lynchings .281* .038 .101* .037 .029 .040 −.012 .047

Theoretical moderators
Concentrated Disadvantage — — .804* .126 .464* .150 .702* .117
Percent voting republican — — .074* .016 .075* .015 .046* .016

Interactions
Lynchings × disadvantage — — — — .054* .015 — —
Lynchings × republican — — — — — — .007* .002

County controls
Homicide rate −.061 .080 .071 .070 .097 .065 .073 .064
Percent black −.228 .335 −.231 .333 −.217 .333 −.234 .334
Black growth .013 .092 .091 .068 .098 .062 .073 .062
Population structure −.100* .042 −.100 .041* −.099* .041 −.100* .041
Percent urban −.010 .018 −.007 .014 −.011 .013 .001 .013
Black lynching spatial lag .999 .624 −.196 .489 .255 .477 .237 .470

Demographic controls
Age −.004 .003 −.004 .003 −.004 .003 −.004 .003
Male −.054 .067 −.045 .066 −.045 .066 −.040 .066
Married −.170* .068 −.163* .068 −.163* .068 −.164* .068
Education level .084 .062 .087 .062 .087 .062 .087 .062
Family income −.008 .017 −.008 .017 −.008 .017 −.005 .017
Employed .039 .070 .034 .070 .030 .070 .030 .070
Political conservative .249* .067 .251* .067 .247* .067 .257* .067
Own home −.041 .071 −.042 .071 −.042 .071 −.041 .071
Fear of blacks .081* .037 .081* .037 .081* .037 .085* .037

Intercept 5.996* .745 5.402* .653 4.903* .634 5.137* .614
Total variance explained 19.6% 35.2% 39.0% 39.5%

*p ≤ .05; +p ≤ .10.
N1 = 1301 individuals; N2 = 79 counties.
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pose a direct criminal threat to whites. Models 1 and 4, respectively,
indicate that residing in high lynching areas is associated with a
greater perception among whites in contemporary America that
blacks are both a criminal threat in general and a criminal threat
specifically to whites. Models 2 and 5, respectively, indicate that this
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Figure 3. The Effect of Black Lynchings on Perceived Black-On-White Crime
by Level of Concentrated Disadvantage. [Color figure can be viewed at

wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Figure 4. The Effect of Black Lynchings on Perceived Black-On-White Crime
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effect is amplified by residing in areas of greater socioeconomic dis-
advantage. Models 4 and 6, respectively, indicate that the effect is
amplified, too, by residing in areas that have a stronger Republican
base. In short, the results suggest that the effects of historical lynch-
ings, including the amplifying effects of contemporary concentrated
disadvantage and political context, are important factors in
explaining perceptions of black threat nationally.5

We turn, finally, to an analysis that examined whether the
results differed for black respondents. The theoretical logic of the
study suggests that lynching effects on perceptions about black
criminal threat should arise only for whites, not for blacks. To
investigate this prediction, we estimated models consistent with
those in Tables 2 and 3 but focused instead on black respondents
(n = 200). Black lynchings did not yield a statistically significant
effect on black criminal threat or black-on-white crime. The ana-
lyses thus suggest that, as anticipated, lynchings may be influential
in shaping whites’, not blacks’, views of black criminal threat.

Conclusion

The lineage of racial tensions in America can be traced to many
factors, not least of which is the enslavement of Africans during the
country’s formation. Throughout the 1800s, blacks were viewed by
many whites as less than human and, by extension, as occupying a
social position well below that of whites. During the latter half of the
nineteenth century, calls to provide blacks greater legal rights chal-
lenged this view. In so doing, they created the foundation for racial
animus and hostility toward blacks that—through a “cultural and
symbolic framework” (King et al. (2009: 293) built on anti-black sen-
timent (Jacobs et al. (2012)—scholars have argued has persisted into
modern times (Messner et al. 2006; Gabriel and Tolnay 2017; see,
generally, Alexander 2012; Unnever 2014). Arguably, the most vivid
expression of hostility came in the form of lynchings in the late
1800s and early 1900s (Ginzburg 1988; Tolnay and Beck 1995).

Building on scholarship on lynchings and racial threat theory,
we sought to extend efforts to understand the potentially enduring
effects of lynchings and the culture from which they emanated
(e.g., DeFina and Hannon 2011; Jacobs et al. 2005, 2012; King et al.
2009; McVeigh and Cunningham 2012; Messner et al. 2005; Tolnay

5 We also examined lynching effects for counties located only in northern states. A
similar pattern of results as those presented in the tables surfaced. For example, lynch-
ings (p < .05) predicted perceived black criminal threat (b = .094, s.e. = .043) and
black-on-white criminal threat (b = .127, s.e. = .060). These results suggest that the main
findings are not solely driven by southern counties and instead reflect a more general
and diffuse impact of lynchings nationally (Pfeifer 2013). We thank one of the anonymous
reviewers for suggesting this comparison.
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et al. 1996). At the same time, we sought to extend scholarship
aimed at understanding why whites in contemporary America may
equate blacks with criminality (Alexander 2012; Barkan and Cohn
2005; Chiricos et al. 2004; Pettit and Western 2004). To this end, we
drew on prior theory and research to hypothesize that perceived
racial threat would be greater among whites who resided in areas
that had a more entrenched legacy of lynchings. We hypothesized,
too, that this effect would be greater among whites who resided in
areas of greater social and economic disadvantage or political conser-
vatism. Such areas, we argued, provide conditions within which the
cultural legacy and effects of lynchings may be most likely to flourish
and thus animate whites’ perceptions of blacks as a criminal threat in
general and toward whites in particular.

Analyses of contemporary public opinion data and historical
lynching data lent support to both hypotheses. Whites who reside
in communities with a greater historical legacy of racial animus
and hostility, as reflected in and perpetuated by higher levels of
lynchings, were more likely to view blacks as a threat. Specifically,
whites from such areas were more likely to view blacks as criminal
threats and to view blacks as more likely to commit crimes against
whites. The perceived threat thus was not just that blacks are
more criminal but also that whites are likely to be the victims of
black criminal activity. In addition, the analyses indicated that, as
hypothesized, these effects were more pronounced among whites
residing in areas of greater socioeconomic disadvantage and in
more politically conservative communities.

Several implications of these findings warrant emphasis. First,
the results lend support and add to a growing body of research that
has identified enduring effects of lynchings during the turn of the
nineteenth century that have persisted to the present (Jacobs et al.
2012; Zimring 2003). The legacy of lynchings casts, it appears, a long
shadow, one relevant for understanding contemporary race relations
in America (King et al. 2009; Messner et al. 2005; Smângs 2016).

Second, prior work has identified associations between lynchings
and capital punishment (Jacobs et al. 2005), homicides (Messner
et al. 2005; Petersen and Ward 2015), law enforcement responses to
hate crimes (King et al. 2009), prison admissions (Jacobs et al. 2012),
white supremacist group activity (Durso and Jacobs 2013), and sup-
port for more punitive sanctioning of black offenders relative to
white offenders (Stewart et al. 2018). Although the present study did
not examine whether perceptions of criminal threat contributes to
these outcomes, it illuminates that a central theoretical mechanism
anticipated by past studies—perceived black criminal threat—is itself
associated with lynchings.

Third, the present study and prior work collectively point to
the possibility that one legacy of lynchings lies in the “conflation
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of blackness and crime” (Wacquant 2001: 118) in modern America.
This conflation may serve to sustain and reinforce views of blacks
as criminal and as likely to victimize whites, and in turn to contrib-
ute to racial disparities in the arrest, prosecution, and punishment
of blacks (Alexander 2012; Chiricos et al. 2004; Mears et al. 2016;
Ulmer and Laskorunsky 2016; Unnever 2014).

Fourth, the results underscore the potential for community
context to moderate the effects of lynchings. It underscores, too,
the attendant need, as Hochschild (2016) has highlighted, for ana-
lyses that identify how a range of social forces may intersect to
influence whites’ views and, more generally, to influence interra-
cial dynamics (Durso and Jacobs 2013; Messner et al. 2006; Porter
et al. 2014). For example, disadvantaged areas may provide set-
tings, and politically conservative views may provide belief systems
that enable stereotypical views of blacks as criminal to flourish.
Further investigation of these possibilities is an important, albeit
difficult one, to pursue. Hochschild’s 2016 work is illustrative—it
involved intensive qualitative research aimed at demonstrating
the intersection of multiple forces and how they affect American’s
views. Our analyses focused on relatively simple two-way interac-
tions. In reality, more complicated interactions of three or more
forces may contribute to how whites, and citizens more generally,
view blacks. Investigating such interactions may go beyond what
conventional data sets allow. They are, however, important for
unpacking the ways in which lynchings, and the belief systems
that may have helped to perpetuate, directly, indirectly, or in
interaction with other forces, influence contemporary America.

In a related vein, there is a need for research that isolates the
mechanisms that allow for the cultural transmission of views that
whites hold about blacks. Smângs (2016: 1368), for example, has
argued that “racial inequalities, whether in the past or present, can-
not be understood apart from processes of racial category, boundary,
and identify formation.” And Gabriel and Tolnay (2017) have under-
scored the importance of investigating factors, such as legal rulings
and residential heterogeneity, that may attenuate the effects of lynch-
ing. Connecting past lynching practices and these processes—
including the dynamics and salience of identity formation and the
transmission or inhibition of racial animus—to contemporary whites’
views of blacks and black criminality constitutes a critical avenue of
inquiry for future research (DeFina and Hannon 2011; King and
Wheelock 2007; Petersen and Ward 2015).

Finally, greater attention is needed to ways in which other his-
torical conditions may be relevant in understanding the effects of
lynchings, racial threat processes, and contemporary views whites
hold toward blacks. Acharya et al. (2016), for example, have
argued for the potential role that slavery, and competition among
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whites and blacks, may play in influencing whites’ racial resentment,
political affiliation, and views about affirmative action (see also Wells
1970). Although they found no evidence that slavery effects arose
through racial threat processes, the study aligns with studies of
lynchings in pointing to the persistent influence of the past. Future
research ideally will investigate the ways in which social, economic,
and cultural events of the past combine to influence racial dynamics
in contemporary America.

There is no time like the present to do so. In addition to the
considerable attention scholars have given to the study of lynchings,
there is also national interest in understanding and acknowledging
the fact of lynchings and their consequences. Perhaps the most
prominent example can be seen in the erection in 2018 of the
National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Alabama (Robertson
2018). Its impacts remain to be seen, but its presence signals the
potential for greater efforts to document, understand, and address
violence of all kinds.

Appendix. Definitions and Metrics of the Control Variables

Variable Definition

Homicide rate Reported rate of homicides for each county during 2008, 2009, and
2010. It was calculated per 100,000 residents in the county.

Percent black Percent black in 2000.
Black growth Difference between the percentages of residents who identified as black

in 2000 and 2010 in sample members’ counties.
Population structure County population size and population density for each county. The

correlation between these two items was .83.
Percent urban Percentage of county population residing in urban areas in 2010.
Age Measured in years for each respondent.
Male Binary variable that captured whether respondents reported being

male (coded “1”) or female (“0”).
Married Binary variable that captured whether respondents reported being

married (coded “1”) or not (“0”).
Education level Binary variable that captured whether respondents reported having a

college degree (coded “1”) or not (“0”).
Family income Total amount of household income ($).
Employed Binary variable that captured whether respondents reported being

employed (coded “1”) or not (“0”).
Political conservative Binary variable that captured whether respondents reported as

politically conservative (coded “1”) or nonconservative (“0”).
Own home Binary measure that captured whether respondents reported being a

homeowner (coded “1”) or not (“0”).
Fear of blacks A continuous variable measured by summing three items: “I’m fearful

when blacks are in my neighborhood; I am most fearful of blacks; I
feel threatened around blacks.” The response format of each
separate item ranged from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly
agree), and the alpha coefficient was .81.

Black lynchings
spatial lag

The lag is derived from a weighting technique that assumes that black
lynchings in spatially proximate counties may influence the black
lynchings in a given county. This lag gives less weight to
geographically distant counties and more to those nearby to control
for the influence of lynchings in neighboring counties.
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