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For, if civilization means anything, it means self-restraint; casting 
away self-restraint the white man becomes as savage as the n e p . -  
Ray Stannad Baker, "What is a Lynching?** * 

It is the white man's civilization and the white man's government 
which are on trial.-Ida B. Wells, A Red Record' 

All England's congenital meddlers and busybodies are forming so- 
cieties for civilizing us, and express themselves about o w  social state 
in language which Samoan natives would resent.-New York Times, 19 
August 18943 

In March 1894, Ida B. Wells sailed to England in order to agitate 
against the rise of racial violence in the United States. She left a coun- 
try where lynching was rarely mentioned in the white Northern press; 
where she herself was unknown to most whites. In June 1894, she 
returned a celebrity, villified as a "slanderous and nasty-minded mula- 
tress"' by some papers and lauded by others. Above all, she returned 
to an America where lynching was widely discussed as a stain on 
American civilization. 

Wells's success in bringing lynching to the attention of the North- 
ern middle class was due, in large part, to her ingenious manipulations 
of the Northern middle class's widespread fears about declining male 
power. By playing on Americans' anxiety about gender dominance, 
she was able to raise the stakes among middle-class Northern whites, 
who had previously tolerated lynching as a colorful, if somewhat old- 
fashioned, Southern regional custom (e.g., the New York Times hu- 
morously editorialized in 1891, "the friends of order [in Alabama] have 
been in pursuit of a negro .... If they catch him they will lynch him, but 
this incident will not be likely to add to the prevailing excitement** of 
the more "serious" moonshining problem'). Historians have long rec- 
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ognized Wells's successful debunking of the myth of the black rapist, 
but this was only part of her larger strategy of playing on the 1890s' 
gender tensions. ti As the epigraphs suggest, Wells brilliantly and sub- 
versively manipulated dominant middle-class ideas about race, man- 
hood, and civilization in order to force white Americans to address 
lynching. Wells, in short, convinced nervous whites that lynching im- 
periled American manhood. 

To understand how Wells played upon white Northerners' fears 
about dwindling manhood, we need to understand the centrality of 
Victorian manliness to 1890s middle-class identity. From the time the 
middle class had begun to form itself as a class, gender had been a 
crucial constitutive element of middle-class selfdefinition? Between 
1820 and 1860, as increasing numbers of men had begun to earn com- 
fortable livings as entrepreneurs, professionals, and managers, the 
middle class had become increasingly conscious of itself as a class, 
with interests, tastes, and life-styles different from both the very rich 
and from those who performed manual labor. In large cities as well as 
smaller towns, they and their families began to differentiate them- 
selves from other social elements by stressing their gentility, respect- 
ability, and adherence to evangelical Christian values! 

Gender was central to this selfdefinition? Indeed, according to 
Mary Ryan, "the American middle class molded its distinctive identity 
around domestic values and family practices," especially as elaborated 
and instituted by evangelical Protestant women." The middle class 
celebrated true women as pious, maternal guardians of virtue and 
domesticity, and contrasted pure, domestic middle-class women with 
working-class women, whose evident willingness to neglect domestic 
duties made them appear un-Christian and morally deficient." 

Manhood was equally crucial to middle-class identity. Middle- 
class constructions of both manliness and womanliness centered 
around willful control of sin.n Yet the middle class believed that men, 
unlike "naturally good" women, were beset by powerful gusts of sinful 
 desire^.'^ This passionate masculine nature was considered simulta- 
neously the source of men's greatest danger and of men's greatest 
power. Succumbing to overwhelming emotion or sexual passion 
would sap a man's force, rendering him weak and degenerate.'4 
Therefore, middle-class parents taught their sons to build a strong, 
manly "character" as they would build a muscle, through repetitive 
exercises of control over im~ulse.'~ The middle class saw this ability to 
control powerful masculine passions through strong character and a 
powerful will as a primary source of men's strength and authority. By 
gaining the manly strength to control himself, a man gained the 
strength, as well as the duty, to protect and direct those weaker than 
himself: his wife, his children, or his employees. The mingled honor, 
high-mindedness, and strength stemming from this powerful self- 
mastery was encapsulated in the term 

Middle-class men invoked ideals of manliness in business and 
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domestic practices throughout the nineteenth century. In the context of 
the market economy's unpredictability, a strong character built on 
high-minded self-restraint was seen as the rock on which middle-class 
men could build their fortunes. Middle-class men were awarded-r 
denied-edit based on others' assessment of the manly strength of 
their characters, and credit raters like Dun and Bradstreet reported on 
businessmen's honesty, probity, and family life." Manly control over 
impulse also helped the middle class develop its distinctive family 
practices. Celebrations of manly self-restraint encouraged young men 
to work hard and live abstemiously, so that they could amass the 
capital to go into business for themselves, and to postpone maniage 
until they could support a family in proper middle-class style.'' In 
short, by the end of the century, a discourse of manliness stressing 
self-mastery and restraint expressed and shaped middle-class identity. 

By the 1890s, however, both manliness and middle-class identity 
seemed to falter. Middle-class manliness had been created in the con- 
text of a small-scale, competitive capitalism, which had all but disap- 
peared by the 1890s. In the context of a bureaucratic, interdependent 
society, the manly codes of self-restraint began to seem less relevant. 
For example, with the growth of large-scale corporate enterprises, the 
proportion of middle-class men who could aspire to independent en- 
trepreneurship dwindled. At the same time, the rapid expansion of 
low-level clerical work in stores and offices meant that young men 
beginning their careers as clerks were unlikely to gain promotion to 
responsible, well-paid management positions, as had clerks in their 
fathers' generati~n.'~ Under these conditions, manly selfdenial grew 
increasingly unprofitable. Concurrent with middle-class men's nar- 
rowing career opportunities came new opportunities for commercial 
leisure. The growth of a consumer culture encouraged many middle- 
class men, faced with lowered career expectations, to find identity in 
leisure instead of in work.= Yet codes of manliness dictated they must 
work hard and become economically independent. The consumer cul- 
ture's ethos of pleasure and frivolity clashed with ideals of manly 
self-restraint, further undermining the potency of middle-class manli- 
ness. 

Although cultural and economic changes had taken their toll, mid- 
dle-class men continued to uphold manliness, for abandoning it would 
mean abandoning male power itself. Discourses of manliness were 
embedded in their very identities. They formed their sons into men by 
teaching them manliness. Especially in the context of challenges from 
the Gilded Age woman's movement, abandoning familiar constructs 
of manliness was an unimaginable option. 

Instead, middle-class men, uncomfortably confused about the na- 
ture and sources of male power, began to cast about for new ways to 
fortify their shaky constructions of manliness. They adopted a variety 
of strategies, from growing crazes for body building and college foot- 
ball, to warnings of neurasthenic breakdowns among overworked 

21 
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middle-class men.22 A new rhetoric about maleness appeared. Con- 
temporaries coined the new epithets "sissy," "pussyfoot," and "stuffed 
shirt"" and began to speak approvingly about something they called 
"masculinity." The noun "masculinity," although rarely used until the 
late 1890s, would soon come into frequent parlan-precisely because 
it could convey new connotations about maleness different from the 
more usual "manliness." These reformulations frequently were frag- 
mented and contradictory. For example, increasing numbers of mid- 
dle-class men frequented urban red-light districts, yet many remained 
confused and ambivalent about the meaning of their illicit sexual ac- 
tivity. Was it an inevitable outcropping of naturally explosive mas- 
culine passions? Or was it a sordid loss of manly self-control and a 
sign of moral weakness?" In short, by the time Ida B. Wells sailed for 
England in 1893, middle-class manliness had taken on the character of 
a beloved but fragile friend, whose weakness must at all costs remain 
unacknowledged. 

To recoup their losses and explain what made them powerful as 
men, many middle-class men began to focus on race, and the qualities 
which made them powerful as "the white man." The 1890s were a 
period of virulent racism and racially conceived nativism.= The pri- 
marily native-born middle class gazed with distaste upon increasing 
crowds of Eastern and Southern European immigrants, and saw mas- 
ses of unassimilable "races," whose unfamiliar customs and tendency 
to vote for "machine" Democrats challenged middle-class control of 
American cities. AngleSaxonism provided one powerful explanation 
of middle-class men's supremacy by rooting white manhood in racial 
traits purportedly developed long ago in the forests of Germany.% 
White Americans believed the Anglo-Saxon race, as Francis Parkman 
put it, was "peculiarly masculine." Anglo-Saxons were described as 
independent, adventurous, strong of will, tenacious of purpose-as 
manly?' 

The trope "the white man" also linked powerful manhood to race. 
When 1890s whites spoke of "the white man," they usually paired him 
with "the negro" or "the Indian." Referring to "the black man" or "the 
red man," the logical parallel construction, would mean mnceding that 
black and red men were equally manly-thus undercutting the ideo- 
logical work of the phrase "the white man." For example, in 1905 Ray 
Stannard Baker argued that lynching was unworthy of "the white 
man," because it rendered him as unmanly as "the negro": "For if 
civilization means anything, it means self-restraint; casting away self- 
restraint the white man becomes as savage as the negro."2a But perhaps 
the most important thing about "the white man"-as the Baker quote 
also suggests-was the way it worked as a synecdoche. By referring to 
"the white man," contemporaries simultaneously invoked the manly 
white males who were "civilized" and "civilization" itself. 

Affii ing the manly power of the white man's "civilization" was 
one of the most powerful ways middle-class men found to assert their 
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interwoven racial, class, and gender dominance. "Civilization" kept the 
weakness of manliness hidden by repeatedly interweaving manhood 
and race, and affirming that white racial superiority proved white men 
the most manly in the world. Since Wells built her entire English 
antilynching tour around resistance to this discourse of "civilization," 
we need to spend some time examining it. 

In the Darwinist 1890s, "civilization" had become a racial concept. 
Rather than simply meaning "the west" or "industrially advanced soci- 
eties,'' "civilization" denoted a precise stage in human evolution-the 
one following the more primitive stages of "savagery" and "barbarism." 
Human races progressed in historical steps from simple and less valu- 
able "savagery," through *'barbarism," to advanced and more valuable 
"civilization." But only whites had, as yet, advanced to the civilized 
stage. In fact, people believed "civilization" was itself a racial trait, 
inherited by all Anglo-Saxons and other "advanced" white racesB 

Gender was an essential component of civilization, for extreme 
sexual difference was seen as a hallmark of civilization's advancement. 
Savage (that is, nonwhite) men and women were almost identical, but 
civilized races had evolved the pronounced sexual differences cel- 
ebrated in the middle class's doctrine of "separate spheres." Civilized 
women were "womanly"-spiritual, motherly, dedicated to the home. 
And civilized white men were the most manly ever evolved-firm of 
character, self-controlled, protectors of women and children.= 

But the power of "civilization" stemmed from the way it interwove 
middle-class beliefs about racial and gender hierarchy. "Civilization" 
naturalized white male power by linking male dominance and white 
supremacy to human evolutionary development. Harnessing manli- 
ness to white supremacy, and celebrating both as essential to human 
progress, "civilization" temporarily revitalized middle-class Victorian 
manliness. 

To understand how the discourse of civilization reinforced the 
power of manliness, let's consider a familiar example: Chicago's 1893 
Columbian Exposition. In authorizing the exposition, Congress had 
called for "an exhibition of the progress of civilization in the New 
World."31 In order to exhibit "the progress of civilization," the orga- 
nizers divided the world's fair into two areas?2 The civilized section, 
known as "The White City," celebrated advanced, masculine technol- 
ogy. Its focal point was the majestic "Court of Honor," a formal basin 
almost a half-mile long, surrounded by massive white beaux arks 
buildings. "Honorable," according to an 1890 dictionary, was a syn- 
onym for "manly," and contemporaries would not have missed the 
Court of Honois association with manhood.= The seven huge build- 
ings framing the Court of Honor represented seven aspects of the 
highest civilized advancement (Manufactures, Mines, Agriculture, Art, 
Administrations, Machinery, and Electricity), all presented as the do- 
main of civilized white men. These buildings housed thousands of 
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enormous engines, warships, trains, machines, and armaments. The 
White City also glorified middle-class men's familiar world of com- 
merce, exhibiting the most advanced products and manufacturing pro- 
cesses-"dynamos and rock drills, looms and wallpaper"- and housing 
these exhibits in magnificent white temples3 In short, by celebrating 
"civilization," the White City celebrated the power and perfection of 
Victorian manhood, and poets hailed it as "A Vision of Strong Man- 
hood and Perfection of Society.'= 

Woman's place in the "advancement of civilization" was repre- 
sented in the White City by the smaller, much less formidable Wom- 
an's Building. Despite the feminist intentions of its board of Lady 
Managers, visitors were impressed mostly by the Woman's Building's 
softness, compared to the masculine dynamos and technological mar- 
vels of the rest of the White City. Said the Nau York Times, "the achieve- 
ments of man [are] in iron, steel, wood, and the baser and cruder 
produ &...[while] in the Woman's Building one can note ... more 
refined avenues of effort which culminate in the home, the hospital, 
the church, and in personal adornment.'& Its location underlined 
women's marginality: Not only was the Woman's Building located at 
the very edge of the manly White City, it was also situated immedi- 
ately opposite the White City's only exit to the uncivilized Midway. 
On the border between civilized and savage (as befit women, who 
according to modem science, were more primitive than men) the 
Woman's Building underlined the manliness of the white man's civi- 
li za tion?' 

In contrast, the Midway, the exposition's uncivilized section, pro- 
vided spectacles of barbarism-"authentic" villages of Samoans, Egyp- 
tians, Dahomans, Turks, and other exotic races. 38 Guidebooks 
advised visitors to visit the Midway only after visiting the White City, 
in order to fully appreciate the contrast between the civilized White 
City and the uncivilized native villages?' Where the White City spread 
out in all directions from the Court of Honor, emphasizing the com- 
plexity of manly civilization, the Midways attractions were organized 
linearly down a broad avenue, providing a lesson in racial hierarchy. 
Visitors entering the Midway from the White City would first pass the 
German and Irish villages, proceed past the barbarous Turkish, Arabic, 
and Chinese villages, and finish by viewing the savage American In- 
dians and Dahomans. "What an opportunity was here afforded to the 
scientific mind to descend the spiral of evolution," enthused the Chi- 
cup Tribune, "tracing humanity in its highest phases down almost to 
its animalistic 

Where the White City stressed the manliness of the white man's 
civilization, the Mid way's villages depicted the absence of manliness 
among uncivilized, nonwhite races. In the Persian, Algerian, Turkish, 
and Egyptian villages, for example, unmanly dark-skinned men ca- 
joled customers to shed manly restraint and savor their countrywom- 
en's sensuous dancing!' Male audiences ogling scantily clad belly 
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dancers could have it both ways, simultaneously relishing the dances' 
suggestiveness and basking in their own sense of civilized superiority 
to the swarthy men hawking tickets outside, unashamedly vending 
their countrywomen's charms.42 Those who had just visited the White 
City would be espeaally conscious of their own racially superior man- 
liness. 

Least manly of all the Midway's denizens, according to many 
commentators, were the savage Dahomans, who seemed to lack gen- 
der difference entirely. The New York Times described "The Dahomey 
gentleman (or perhaps it is a Dahomey lady, for the distinction is not 
obvious), who may be seen at almost any hour .. . clad mainly in a brief 
grass skirt and capering nimbly to the lascivious pleasings of an un- 
seen tom-tom pounded within.. . . There are several dozen of them of 
assorted sexes, as one gradually makes out ...@@ The columnist then 
ridiculed African-American spectators for imagining themselves more 
civilized than the Dahomans.43 In short, the Columbian Exposition 
demonstrated, in a variety of ways, that "nonwhite" and "uncivilized" 
denoted "unmanly"; and conversely, that whiteness and civilization 
denoted powerful manhood. 

The bifurcation of the Columbian Exposition between civilized 
White City and uncivilized Midway worked only if the darkest races 
were always represented as insurmountably savage. Therefore, orga- 
nizers rebuffed the many African Americans who worked tirelessly to 
gain representation on the White City's organizing bodies. The ex- 
position's logic of constructing manly white civilization in opposition 
to savage swarthy barbarism made it impossible for the white or- 
ganizers to recognize the existence of fully civilized African Amer- 
icans. Black men and women objected vociferously to their exclusion 
and agitated to be included in the exhibits and planning committees, 
but to no 

Ida B. Wells, like most educated African Americans, was outraged 
by this racist exclusiveness. Always attuned to the cultural dynamics 
behind whites' racism, in her counterattack she pinpointed the key 
discourse: the exposition's celebrations of manly white American "civi- 
lization.@' Along with Frederick Douglass, she called for black Amer- 
icans to fund a pamphlet, printed in English, French, German, and 
Spanish, in which civilized African Americans could explain to the rest 
of the civilized world why the less-than-civilized exposition organiz- 
ers had excluded them. Warning that @@[t]he absence of colored citizens 
from participating therein will be construed to their disadvantage by 
the representatives of the civilized world there assembled," Wells 
promised her pamphlet would set forth "the past and present condi- 
tion of our people and their relation to American civilization.'& 

And it did. Entitled The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in 
the World's Colurnbian Exposition, the pamphlet inverted the white or- 
ganizers' depiction of manly civilization as the opposite of Negro sav- 
agery. Instead, Wells argued, the best illustration of America's "moral 
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grandeur" and civilization would have been to exhibit the phenomenal 
progress African Americans had made after only twenty-five years of 
freedom. For centuries, American blacks had "contributed a large 
share to American prosperity and civilization.'& Why, then, was the 
colored American not in the Columbian Exposition? 

The pamphlet's answer, left implicit to avoid excessive confronta- 
tion, was that the white American was not the manly civilized being he 
pretended to be. Wells's coauthor Frederick Douglass made this argu- 
ment, lamenting the unfortunate necessity of speaking plainly of 
wrongs and outrages endured "in flagrant contradiction to boasted 
American Republican liberty and civilization."q Indeed, far from em- 
bodying high civilization, white Americans still embraced "barbarism 
and race hate."48 Yet the Negro was "manfully resisting" this oppres- 
sion, and "is now by industry, mnomy and education wisely raising him- 
self to conditions of civilization and comparative well being."49 
Douglass concluded his chapter by insisting upon black manliness: 
"We are men and our aim is perfect manhood, to be men among men. 
Our situation demands faith in ourselves, faith in the power of truth, 
faith in work and faith in the influence of manly character."50 

The balance of the pamphlet, compiled and partly written by Ida 
B. Wells, documented Douglass's assertion of black manhood. Since 
emancipation, African Americans had demonstrated manly character, 
making phenomenal strides in education, the professions, the accu- 
mulation of wealth, and literature. Nonetheless, white Americans had 
perversely attacked this youthful black manliness-through oppres- 
sive legislation, disfranchisement, the convict lease system, and the 
"barbarism" of lynch law. Finally, the pamphlet documented the ex- 
position organizers' deliberate exclusion of blacks-except, Douglass 
sniffed, "as if to shame the Negro, the Dahomians [sic] are also here to 
exhibit the Negro as a repulsive sa~age."~': In short, the pamphlet 
demonstrated that excluding the colored American from the Colum- 
bian Exposition, far from glorifying American civilization, demon- 
strated American barbarism. 

Wells and Douglass, headquartered in the White City's small Hai- 
tian Building, distributed 10,000 copies of The Reason Why during the 
three months before the fair closed. (Debarred from representing his 
own nation, Douglass had been named Haiti's representative to the 
exposition.) Wells received responses from England, Germany, France, 
Russia, and India?2 Yet Wells's greatest success in turning the claims 
of "manly civilization" against white racism lay not in her world's fair 
agitation, but in her 1892-94 campaigns against lynching. 

In 1892, one year before Wells and Douglass published their pamphlet, 
Wells had been forced into Northern exile by her agitation against 
lynching. At thirty, she was already an experienced journalist and 
agitator. Since March 1892, she had spearheaded black Memphis's 
protest against the heinous lynchings of three respected local busi- 
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nessmen, one of whom had been a close personal friend. Finally, in 
May, she wrote her famous editorial: "Nobody in this section of the 
country believes the old thread bare lie that Negro men rape white 
women. If Southern white men are not careful, they will over-reach 
themselves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion will 
then be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation 
of their women."= White Memphis's violent response shocked Wells: 
editorialists threatened her with mutilation and hanging; her presses 
were seized and sold; and white men watched her home, vowing to 
kill her on sight. 

Exiled to the North, she framed new tactics for her new circum- 
stances. While she continued to urge black Americans to boycott, vote, 
and agitate against white oppressors,= she knew these methods alone 
could not stop lynching. Instead, as she later recalled, she focused her 
efforts on "the white press, since it was the medium through which I 
hoped to reach the white people of the country, who alone could mold 
public sentiment."% Yet the white Northern press excluded most Afri- 
can-American writers. To gain a hearing in the white press, Wells was 
forced to create effective new arguments and tactics. To this end, she 
began to work to counter the middle class's interweavings of manly 
authority and white racial dominance.% 

One month after arriving in the North, the New York Age, a major 
black newspaper, published Wells's attack on Southern lynching, later 
reprinted as Southern Horrors?' This pamphlet, addressed to the Amer- 
ican people, black and white, described dozens of gruesome, horrific 
Southern lynchings, each appalling enough to convince any open- 
minded reader that lynching must be stopped. Yet Wells had long lost 
faith that white Americans would be open-minded where racial justice 
was concerned? Aware that whites would shrug off tales of tortured 
black men, Wells chose to invoke an issue that she knew would affect 
white men more viscerally: their fears of declining manliness. 

Wells recognized that inherent in the "lynching for rape" scenario 
was a symbolic celebration of the power of Victorian manliness. Like 
the White City-which demanded that black men be represented as 
unmanly savages so that white men could embody powerful, manly 
civilization-the lynching for rape scenario represented black men as 
unmanly rapists, so that white men could embody powerful, manly 
self-restraint. As Jacquelyn Dowd Hall argued, by constructing black 
men as "natural" rapists and by resolutely and bravely avenging the 
(alleged) rape of pure white womanhood, Southern white men con- 
structed themselves as ideal men: "patriarchs, avengers, righteous pro- 
t e c t o r ~ . ~ ~ ~ ~  

This lynching for rape scenario stirred Norfhern white men too, 
because it dramatized the potency of traditional manliness. In this 
dramatization, upright character and powerful manliness (embodied 
in the white lynch mobs) restrained uncontrolled, unmanly, sexual 
passion (embodied in the Negro rapist). These noxious images per- 
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meated Northern press reports of Southern lynchings. The Providence 
Journal, reporting a Louisiana lynching in 1893, celebrated the mob's 
manly restraint. "Three Negroes were lynched in a quiet, determined 
manner by a mob of white men on Friday night .... The lynching was 
one of the coolest that has taken place in this section."60 And the New 
York Times, describing the Memphis lynching of Wells's friends, 
stressed what it called the "quick and quiet" demeanor of the white 
men in the mob, contrasting their stem and firm behavior with that of 
the "shivering negroes" whom they murdered!' In these depictions, 
the black victims represented weak, unmanly passion-whether fear 
or lechery-while the lynch mob represented the strength of manly 
self-control. 

In Southem Horrors, Wells refuted the lynching scenario by inver- 
sion. Where whites' scenario depicted black men as unmanly passion 
incarnate, Wells depicted black men as manliness personified. In 
Wells's framework, black men lynched for "rape," far from embodying 
uncontrolled lust, were innocent victims, seduced into having consen- 
sual sex with carnal white women. As Wells put it, they were "poor 
blind Afro-American Sampsons who suffer themselves to be betrayed 
by white Delilahs."62 Like the Biblical Samson, these black men had 
been manly towers of strength until they were ensnared and destroyed 
by the wiles of a wicked woman. The white Delilahs who falsely cried 
"rape" were the real embodiments of lust, not the innocent lynch vic- 
tims. To prove white women, and not black men, instigated these 
liaisons, Wells listed thirteen white women who willingly had sexual 
relationships with black men. Only upon discovery were these liaisons 
called "rapes." Several of these white women were prostitutes, and 
Wells joked bitterly, "'The leading citizens' of Memphis are defending 
the 'honoi of all white women, derni-mode included.'1a 

Where whites' lynching scenario depicted lynch mobs as disci- 
plined, manly, and restrained, Wells depicted them as vile, unmanly 
cowards, hiding their own rampant lusts with sanctimonious calls for 
chastity and excusing their brutal murders by invoking the honor of 
harlots. Wells argued that white Southern men, including those who 
formed the lynch mobs, were enthusiastic supporters of rape and sexual 
abuse--as long as the victims were black. Far from suppressing lust, 
"the white man" gloried in it. His miscegenation laws, Wells wrote, 
"only operate against the legitimate union of the races; they leave the 
white man free to seduce all the colored girls he can," knowing he need 
neither marry nor support the victims of his lust.64 Furthermore, Wells 
charged, Southern white men were "not so desirous of punishing rap- 
ists as they pretend." If they truly reviled rape, they would not so 
readily forgive the many white men who raped black women. Again, 
Wells named names and gave dates, overwhelming the reader with 
cases of black women and little girls brutally raped by white men, with 
no objections from their white neighbors. Yet these solid white citizens 
of the South-rapists and accessories to rapemurdered black men 
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who slept with willing white women, and proclaimed themselves de- 
fenders of chastity!65 Hypocrisy, licentiousness, and unrestrained pas- 
sion-sexual lust and blood lust-characterized Southern white men, 
as Wells depicted them. Thus, in her account, the Southern lynch mob 
did not embody white manliness restraining black lust-it embodied 
white men's lust running amok, destroying true black manliness. 

Finally, Wells attacked the idea that lynching showed the continu- 
ing power of manliness. Instead, she argued, Northern men could only 
regain their manliness by stopping the lynching. These ideas echoed 
old antislavery arguments: just as antislavery activists had warned 
that the slave power would spread North and contaminate free labor, 
so Wells warned that Southern men's unrestrained lust had spread 
north and corrupted Northern men's manliness. Northern white men 
had abrogated their manly duty to restrain vice. They had allowed 
white Southerners to rape, butcher, and burn black Americans alive, 
and this tolerance of vice had rotted their manliness. Throughout 
America, Wells wrote, "Men who stand high in the esteem of the public 
for Christian character, for moral and physical courage, for devotion to 
the principles of equal and exact justice to all, and for great sagacity, 
stand as cowards who fear to open their mouths before this great 
outrage.vo66 

More was at stake in these tactics than mere rhetoric. In refuting 
this discourse of civilization, Wells was trying to stop lynching by 
producing an alternative discourse of race and manhood. "Civiliza- 
tion" positioned black men as unmanly savages, unable to control their 
passions through manly will. Northern whites, accepting the linkage 
of white civilization and manhood, believed black men were savage 
rapists; therefore, they tolerated the brutal actions of Southern lynch 
mobs. As Hazel Carby insightfully argued, black women, including 
Wells, reconstructed the sexual ideologies of the nineteenth century to 
produce an alternative discourse of womanhood.6' Similarly, Wells's 
antilynching propaganda constructed an alternative discourse of man- 
hood, remaking and redefining the "truths" that whites deployed to 
define and limit black men's place in the world, and to construct white 
men as powerful and manly. 

In 1892, however, most whites ignored Wells's pamphlet. A few 
scattered antilynching articles in white periodicals borrowed Wells's 
arguments. For example, in 1892 Albion Tourgk, the period's most 
forthright antiracist white, wrote in the Chicago Daily Inter-Ocean, 
"[Wlithin a year half a score of colored men have been lynched for the 
crime of having white mistresses, while it does not seem to be thought 
necessary to hang or burn the white woman, nor is the white man who 
keeps a colored mistress in any danger of violence at the hands of his 
fellow citizens ...la George C. Rowe, the sole black contributor to an 
1894 symposium on lynching in the Independent, made a similar case.@ 
But such articles were exceptional. Wells, like most blacks, could only 
get her articles published in the black press, which few whites read. 
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Despite the eloquence of Southem Horrors, Wells's objective of reaching 
white Northerners remained frustrated. 

By 1893, after a year of writing and speaking in the North, Wells 
still had no access to the white American press. When offered the 
opportunity to tour England, she jumped at it, recognizing that al- 
though the white American press ignored her, they might not ignore 
the British?' Although her first tour-in 1893-got very little Amer- 
ican press coverage, it laid the foundation for her 1894 tour, which got 
all the publicity she desired. When Wells returned, she had become 
notorious; and white Americans had discovered that, due to their tol- 
erance and practice of lynching, the rest of the world's Anglo-Saxons 
doubted whether white Americans were either manly or civilized. 

Wells shaped both tours in terms of "civilization."" Her speeches, 
her writings, and even her demeanor framed her mission as an appeal 
from one civilized race to another for protection from violent white 
barbarians. As she told one British journalist, if Britain told America 
"the roasting of men alive on unproved charges and by a furious mob 
was a disgrace to the civilisation of the United States, then every crim- 
inal in America, white or black, would soon be assured of a trial under 
the proper form of law."n Wells spoke to British audiences, but her 
goal was to convince Americans that their tolerance of lynching ren- 
dered them unmanly savages in the eyes of the civilized world. 

Wells knew that many Americans felt a pleasurable sense of racial 
kinship with the English-as fellow Anglo-Saxons, the most manly 
and civilized of all races. By forming an alliance with British reformers, 
Wells attacked this smug racial empathy. As she told an audience in 
Birmingham (England), "America cannot and will not ignore the voice 
of a nation that is her superior in civilisation ... I believe that the silent 
indifference with which [Great Britain] has received the intelligence 
that human beings are burned alive in a Christian (?) country, and by 
civilised (?) Anglo-Saxon communities is born of ignorance of the true 
situation; and that if she really knew she would make the protest long 
and loud."73 American Anglo-Saxons were unmanly and uncivilized 
and needed direction from their civilized British superiors. 

Similarly, Wells's newspaper columns from abroad, published in 
the white Chicago Daily Inter-Ocean, described the massive support she 
received from the most prominent, civilized British dignitarie~?~ 
Wells detailed dinners given in her honor by prominent members of 
Parliament and intimate gatherings organized by titled aristocrats. In 
all her columns, these celebrities expressed shock at lynching's bar- 
barity. Often she included stories of loutish white Americans whose 
incivility further convinced the British of American barbarism. For 
example, a "swell reception" was given for her at Princess Christian's 
Writer's Club, Wells wrote, and "[tlhe ubiquitous and (so far as I am 
concerned) almost invariably rude American was on evidence there. In 
a strident voice she pronounced my statements false. I found she had 
never been in the South and was a victim to her own imagination. I 
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heard an Englishwoman remark after the encounter was over that she 
had seen a side of Mrs.- 's character which she never knew be- 
fore."75 In contrast, Wells always carried herself with restraint, di ni 

presenting herself and her mission as embodying civilized values, 
Wells highlighted the barbarism of white Americans. 

Throughout, Wells hammered away at the myth of the black 
rapist. In the context of "civilization," though, her old arguments from 
Soufhern Horrors took on new weight. Since civilization, by definition, 
entailed pure womanliness and upright manliness, Wells could now 
show that white Americans' lasciviousness proved them uncivilized. 
Barbarous white American men burned innocent black men alive for 
the "crime" of sleeping with willing white women, while they them- 
selves brutally and boldly raped black women. Wells also added statis- 
tics, culled from the white Chiuzgo Tribune, to prove that fewer than 
one-third of all lynch victims had even been accused of rape. The un- 
chaste white women who took black lovers, then watched them burn, 
were also uncivilized; but, Wells claimed, unchastity was endemic to 
the white South: "Why should it be impossible to believe white women 
guilty of the same crime for which southern white men are notori- 
o u ~ ? " ~  Why should it be hard to imagine that depraved white men, 
whose crimes had peopled the South with mulattoes, had depraved 
white daughters? 

Most unmanly of all, however, were the bloodthirsty lynch mobs. 
Wells argued passionately that by refusing to try accused African 
Americans in a court of law, and by engaging in the most horrific of 
tortures, lynch mobs and the Americans who tolerated them exposed 
themselves as barbarians. 

and refinement, and Britons clearly appreciated her as a true lady. $6 g 

Make your laws as terrible as you like against that class of crime [rape]; 
devise what tortures you choose; go back to the most barbarous meth- 
ods of the most barbarous ages; and then my case is just as strong. 
Pmve y o u  man guilty, first; hang him, shoot him, pour coal oil over 
him and mast him, if you have concluded that civilization demands 
this; but be SUR the man has committed the crime first?8 

No one but a brute, of course, could conclude that "civilization de- 
mands" an accused criminal be burned alive, without benefit of trial. 

Similarly, in describing an Alabama lynching, Wells ironically in- 
terwove references to race and gender, invoking "civilization" in order 
to condemn Americans as manifestly uncivilized. Bitterly she wrote, 
"the civilization which defends itself against the barbarisms of Lynch 
Law by stating that it lynches human beings only when they are guilty 
of awful attacks upon women and children" might have been expected 
to give these alleged arsonists a fair trial, especially since "one of the 
prisoners charged was a woman, and if the Nineteenth Century has 
shown any advancement upon any lines of human action, it is pre- 
eminently shown in its reverence, respect and protection of its woman- 
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hood." But, Wells argued, these uncivilized white men were entirely 
unmanly-anxious not to protect womanhood, but to butcher it. The 
victims, Wells wrote, "were caged in their cells, helpless and defense- 
less; they were at the mercy of civilized white Americans, who, armed 
with shotguns, were there to maintain the majesty of American law." 
And these "brave and honorable white southerners ... lined themsel- 
ves up in the most effective manner and poured volley after volley into 
the bodies of their helpless, pleading victims who in their bolted pris- 
on cells could do nothing but suffer and die.':79 Manliness and civiliza- 
tion, which stood for the rule of law, the defense of the weak, and the 
protection of womanhood, did not exist in the American South. 

Wells's powerful tactics mobilized the British press and reformers, 
who turned lynching into that season's cause cd&re. A Westminster 
Gazette writer said he could no longer "regard our American cousins as 
a civilised nation.''s0 The Christian World thought American lynch law 
"would disgrace a nation of cannibals."81 The Birmingham Dairy Gazette 
editorialized, "The American citizen in the South is at heart more a 
barbarian than the negro whom he regards as a savage.. .. Lynch law is 
fiendishly resorted to as a sort of sport on every possible opportunity, 
and the negroes are butchered to make a Yankee holiday.. . . Either they 
mistrust their legal institutions or they murder in wantonness and for 
mere lust of blood."82 Murdering in "wantonness," "lusting" for 
blood-Americans had degenerated past any claim to manliness or 
civilization. 

Having convinced a large segment of the British public of Amer- 
ican barbarism, Wells called upon the moral forces of Britain to stop it. 
She convinced the gatherings she addressed to pass resolutions con- 
demning lynching as uncivilized, and warning the United States that 
its tolerance of lynch law was lowering it in the estimation of civilized 
countries. She got the national mnventions of major religious denom- 
inations-Baptists, Methodists, Quakers, Unitarians-to send resolu- 
tions to their counterparts in America condemning lynching as 
uncivilized, and ask what they were doing to stop it. Individual chur- 
ches and reform organizations followed suit, sending resolutions to 
American organizations, politicians, and publications, warning that 
the civilized world held all Americans-Northern or Southern-re- 
sponsible for these "barbarisms."83 For example, Liverpool's Unitarian 
church wrote to the Christian Register, America's leading Unitarian 
periodical, expressing its "grief and horror" upon learning of "the bar- 
barities of Lynch Law as carried out by white men on some of the 
coloured citizens of the United States." They demanded to know why 
American Unitarians did not stop such horrific torture and brutality, 
which instilled into white American children the "lust of cruelty and 
callousness of murder." The American Unitarians were forced to agree 
that lynching made "the dark deeds of the dark ages seem light in 
comparison," and the magazine sent letters of protest to three Southern 
mayors and Governor W.T. Northen of Georgia.gq 
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Wells ultimately convinced British reformers that they bore the 
responsibility of civilizing the United States. As Sir Edward Russell 
wrote in the Liverpool Duily Post (and as Wells quoted to her American 
readers), Americans were "horrifying the whole of the civilized world," 
and needed British uplift, for "when one reflects that [such things] still 
happen while we in this country are sending missions to the South Sea 
Islands and other places, they strike to our hearts much more forcibly, 
and we turn over in our minds whether it were not better to leave the 
heathen alone for a time and to send the gospel of common humanity 
across the Atlantic ...*'= Moreover, the British were preparing to send 
such "missionaries." By the end of her tour, prominent British reform- 
ers were organizing antilynching societies and planning to send repre- 
sentatives to the United States to investigate these atrocities first 
hand.& Such societies had been formed previously to protest Turkish 
and other exotic atrocities, but never to investigate fellow Anglo- 
Saxons. 

All this British fervor finally got Wells her hearing in the white 
American press. Wells could be ignored; but the British were con- 
sidered fellow Anglo-Saxons, racial equals qualified to pronounce up- 
on civilized manliness. Thus, American men felt obligated to reply to 
their accusations. 

The Memphis Duily Commercial attempted to discredit Wells by 
slandering her character. Playing on longstanding raast discourses 
depicting black women as especially licentiou-thus unwomanly and 
uncivilized-it flooded England with newspapers accusing Wells of 
being a "negro adventuress" with an unsavory past. Yet Wells skillfully 
turned these slanders to her advantage by using them to prove Amer- 
ican barbarity. Her rebuttal, circulated to newspapers throughout 
Great Britain, noted "so hardened is the Southern public mind (white) 
that it does not object to the coarsest language and most obscene vul- 
garity in its leading journals so long as it is directed against a negro," 
and pointed out that since the Daily Commercial could not deny the 
barbarity of the South's frequent lynchings, they were reduced to 
smearing her character. British papers were as shocked as Wells in- 
tended. The Liverpool Duily Post described the articles as "very coarse in 
tone, and some of the language is such as could not possibly be re- 
produced in an English journal." Since it was neither manly nor civi- 
lized to slander a ladfs character, the episode served to reinforce 
British opinions of American barbarism!' 

Southern newspapers typically insisted that rape justified lynch- 
ing; and that "the negro" was uncivilized. The Atlanta Constitution 
argued that British agitation was futile, since "the negroes themselves 
are the only people who can suppress the evil, and the way for them to 
get rid of it is to cease committing" rape? The New Orleans Times- 
Democrat opined that once Wells left Britain, she would no longer be 
believed, for Americans "know well that the Negro is not a model of 
virtue and the white man a cruel, bloodthirsty tyrant, as the Wells 
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woman pretends.. .9*89 A Southern educator complained that "stigma- 
tizing [Southern men] as savages and barbarians" did no good-the 
real problem lay with the Negro, who was "still a semi-savage far 
below the white man in the science and practice of civilization. 

Other critics accused the British of hypocrisy, arguing that British 
colonists abused blacks more brutally than white Southerners did. The 
Democratic Philadelphia Daily Record, for example, countered the Brit- 
ish and Foreign Unitarian Association's condemnations by alleging, 
"John Bull looks at America with one eye and at Africa with the other. 
His hands are bloody with recent African butcheries ...'"* While plau- 
sible, these criticisms stemmed not from concern for Africans, but from 
resentment of meddlesome British "civilizers." 

Many Northern Democrats and Southerners complained that 
American lynch law was none of Britain's business?2 In this they 
echoed British conservatives, like the London Times, which accused the 
antilynchers of having a "fanatical anxiety to impose our own canons 
of civilization upon people differently circumstanced." The New York 
Times cited the column as the sentiment of "a big majority of sensible 
Englishmen, who resent the meddlesome antics of a little and noisy 
minority," and approvingly reprinted it.m Governor Northen of Geor- 
gia accused Wells of being funded by a syndicate of British and Amer- 
ican capitalists who wanted to stop British immigration to the S o ~ t h . 9 ~  

The last straw for those upset about British "meddling" came in 
early September 1894, when the London Anti-Lynching Committee 
sent a small fact-finding delegation to tour the South.95 Gover- 
nor O'Ferrall of Virginia complained, 'Things have come to a pretty 
pass in this country when we are to have a lot of English moralists 
sticking their noses into our national affairs," and fourteen other gover- 
nors, Northern and Southern, concurred. Governor Northen accused 
the British of unmanly hypocrisy, suggesting the antilynching commit- 
tee return to England and "prevent by law the inhuman sale of vir- 
tuous girls to lustful men in high places. Hang all such demons as 
'Jack, the Rippei; punish as it deserves the barbarous, wholesale 
slaughter of negroes in Africa by Englishmen who go there to steal 
their gold ..." Governor Turney of Tennessee agreed: "I think they had 
better purify their own morals before coming among a better 
people.Qv96 

Governor Turney was embarrassed, however, when several days 
later six black men accused of arson were lynched near Memphis; he 
condemned the murders and offered a reward of $5,000 for the lynch- 
ers' capture. Jeered the Northern editors of the Independent, "It is very 
unfortunate ... that just after Miss Wells's charges had been loudly 
pronounced false other such atrocious cases should have occurred, as 
if to justify all that she had said But in Memphis, Wells's cam- 
paign had borne fruit. Although two years before, Memphis's civic 
leaders had destroyed Wells's presses and driven her north for protest- 
ing the three businessmen's murders, now they piously proclaimed 
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their horror of lynch law. The Memphis Scimitar-the same paper that 
two years earlier had demanded that Wells herself be lynched-edi- 
torialized, "Every one of us is touched with blood-guiltiness in this 
matter, unless we prove ourselves ready to do our duty as civilized 
men and citizens who love their country and are jealous of its good 
name.@'g8 White Memphis merchants even demonstrated their civilized 
manliness by holding an indignation meeting, and raising $1,000 for 
the murdered men's widows and orphans!w Thirteen white men were 
indicted, although never convicted, for the lynchings. According to 
historian David Tucker, the Memphis press never again condoned lynch 
law; and no new lynchings occurred until 1917.'00 

Wells's campaign also inspired many white Northerners to object 
more vocally to lynching. In Chicago, Brooklyn, and Santa Cruz, 
whites were reported to have formed antilynching societies, although 
these organizations seem to have been ephemeral.'" While some 
Northern papers still defended lynching as necessary to deter rape, 
many others agreed with the Cleveland Leader that "[alcts of barbarism 
have been committed in this country within the last twenty years by 
people claiming to be civilized which would scarcely have been cred- 
ited to the cruelest and most bloodthirsty savages in Africa."'02 

In sum, Wells's British agitation had hit a nerve. White Americans, 
the cheers for the Columbian Exposition still ringing in their ears, were 
chagrined to discover prominent British reformers calling them un- 
manly barbarians. The United States-the glory of the civilized world, 
the epitome of evolutionary progress-was the object of "missionar- 
ies"! Finally, Wells had the attention of the white American public. Her 
campaign, by enlisting the aid of British reformers, had forced in- 
different American whites to address lynching. The Indianapolis Free- 
man, like most of the African-American press, proclaimed that Wells's 
campaign had put an end to white complacency. "For the first time 
since the commencement of its long debauch of crime, the South has 
been jerked up to a sudden standstill; it is on the defensive .... The 
North has at last realized that the so-called race problem is a matter 
that concerns not only the South, but the nation Wells could not 
force white Americans to oppose lynching, but in 1894, they could no 
longer ignore lynching. 

How effective was Wells's agitation in the long run? Wells did not 
stop lynching. Although lynching did decline after 1892, most his- 
torians credit factors other than Wells's  effort^."^ The British anti- 
lynching committees, faced with white Americans' vehement 
complaints about the London committee's visit, cancelled further fact- 
finding tours and restricted their activities to outraged letter-writing 
campaigns.105 Southern lynchings continued, and Wells continued to 
agitate against them. 

But even if Wells could not put an end to the violence, her success 
in putting American whites on the defensive did force some long-last- 
ing, if subtle, shifts in whites' approaches to lynch law. White Amer- 
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icans had no stomach for being called unmanly and uncivilized by the 
British. After 1894, most Northern periodicals stopped treating lynch- 
ing as a colorful Southern folkway. They dropped their jokey tones 
and piously condemned lynching as "barbarous"4though they still 
implied one could do little to stop it. It became a truism that lynching 
hurt America in the eyes of the "civilized world."'06 At the same time, 
Wells's statistics forced the Northern press to acknowledge that most 
lynch victims had not been accused of rapeidthough the lynching for 
rape scenario retained its appeal as a dramatization of white male 
power, and the myth of the Negro rapist remained almost as strong as 
ever. Southern states began to pass antilynching laws-which, unfor- 
tunately, were almost never enforced."' While it is impossible to know 
whether these small changes actually deterred any prospective lynch- 
ers, in the context of the nation's overwhelming climate of racist vio- 
lence, they must be seen as modest but definite victories. 

To appreciate how skillfully Ida B. Wells conducted her antilynching 
campaign, one needs to understand, as Wells did, the subtle ways race, 
gender, and class were interwoven in the 1890s. With social and cul- 
tural change threatening middle-class dominance, middle-class men 
had become fearful that their manhood was at risk. In order to 
strengthen faltering constructs of traditional manly power, they 
turned to race. By envisioning themselves as "the white man," whose 
superior manliness set them apart from more primitive dark-skinned 
races, middle-class men reassured themselves that their manliness re- 
mained as strong as ever. "Civilization" naturalized this combined 
manly/racial dominance by tying it to human evolutionary progress. 
By celebrating "civilization," as they did at the 1893 Columbian Exposi- 
tion, middle-class white men reassured themselves that they were the 
most powerful beings ever evolved. 

Wells inverted these linkages between manhood and white su- 
premacy. Where white Northerners imagined lynching proved white 
men's superior manliness, Wells argued the reverse: lynching proved 
black men were far more manly than whites who tolerated lynching. 
Where white Americans constructed elaborate pageants like the Co- 
lumbian Exposition to dramatize that white men were more manly 
and civilized than savage dark-skinned races, Wells mobilized 
"civilization" to demonstrate the opposite: white Americans were 
despicably unmanly and uncivilized. 

Wells's manipulation of manliness and civilization can be seen as 
one example of a tactic oppressed groups have frequently adopted: 
mobilizing dominant discourses in subversive ways. Women's and 
labor historians have written about many such cases-from Cleveland 
unionists who turned their employers' calls for "law and order" into a 
potent rationale for a citywide strike,'o8 to working girls in turn-of-the- 
century New York who parodied upper-class fashions in order to pub- 
licly assert their own working-class identities,'Og to labor activists and 
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woman's activists who found in Protestantism a potent rationale for 
their own liberatory projects."' Similarly, Ida B. Wells inverted dis- 
courses of manly civilization, which made lynching tolerable to many 
whites, in order to show that manliness could only be saved, and 
civilization advanced, by stamping out lynch law. 

Unlike Cleveland's law-and-order unionists or New York's stylish 
working girls, who were synthesizing beliefs and identities for them- 
selves, however, Wells was consciously working to propagandize her 
oppressor. Her effectiveness stemmed from the skill with which she 
manipulated cherished middle-class ideologies. Her strategy of play- 
ing on middle-class men's fears about the fragility of traditional manli- 
ness succeeded brilliantly. Working with constructs so crucial to her 
audience's own shaky self-image made Wells's propaganda especially 
effective; her accusations, especially devastating. 

By inverting "civilization" and challenging the links between 
white supremacy and manliness, Wells produced an antiracist con- 
struction of manhood. Wells recognized that behind middle-class gen- 
der lay a fundamental assumption that pure women and manly men 
were white. To attack that one point, as Wells and many of her contem- 
poraries did, was to attack the entire edifice of middle-class identity 
and middle-class gender. Victorian ideologies of womanhood mar- 
ginalized black women by depicting them as unwomanly harlots and 
contrasting them with white women, who were depicted as "real" 
women, high-minded and sexually pure. By resisting these ideas and 
insisting on black women's pure womanliness, black women in effect 
produced an alternative discourse of womanhood, as shown by Hazel 
Carby."' In the same way, middle-class formulations of manliness 
marginalized black men by depicting them as unmanly rapists, whose 
uncontrolled sexuality contrasted with the restrained self-mastery and 
manliness of "the white man." By arguing that it was "the white man," 
and not the black man, who was lustful and uncivilized, Wells pro- 
duced a less damaging formulation of gender. 

Middle-class gender's racial underpinnings may seem merely 
ideological, but as Wells recognized, they had dire material repercus- 
sions. They legitimized both the sexual victimization of black women 
and the brutal murders of black men. Wells's insistence upon the 
womanliness of black women and the manliness of black men was 
meant to dismantle the ideological structure that facilitated whites' 
oppressive practices. By subverting whites' raced discourses of gen- 
der, Wells hoped to force an end to racial violence. 

For Wells, critiquing middle-class gender was a tactic, not an ob- 
jective. More than a theorist, Wells was a skilled journalist, a gifted 
publicist, a consummate activist. As such, she understood-and was 
gifted at-practical propaganda. Above all else, she passionately de- 
sired to end the terror black Americans faced at the hands of "Judge 
Lynch." She analyzed the complexi ties of middle-class Americans' 
race/class/gender system in order to forge an effective weapon for 
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social change. Cognizant of the subtle dynamics of these discourses, 
she was able to manipulate them to her political ends. She shook 
middle-class whites out of their complacency and forced them to pay 
attention to racial violence. By adeptly reading and manipulating in- 
terwoven discourses of class, race, and gender Wells made her 
antilynching campaign a success. Her example suggests that the ability 
to deconstruct the discourses of race, gender, and class, more than 
merely an academic exercise, is an inherently practical political skill for 
those interested in effectively motivating social movements. 
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