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USII.9   Analyze the post-Civil War struggles of Africans-Americans and women to gain basic civil 

rights

USII.10 Describe how the battle between traditionalism and modernity manifested itself in the 


major historical trends and events after World War I and throughout the 1920s. (H) 

C. racial and ethnic tensions 


USII.25 Analyze the origins, goals, and key events of the Civil Rights movement. (H) 
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Standard 2 : Historical Comprehension

Standard 3 : Historical Analysis and Interpretation

Standard 5 : Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making
Philip Dray’s historical work delves into a grim but vital thread within American history.  Often referred to as the “Shame of America,” the lynching of black Americans by their fellow white citizens, outside the bounds of acceptable law and order, has a deep and long tradition in our American story.  While modern Americans may wish to avoid our hateful past, it is imperative to bring to high school students the horrors of a society that segregated its black population and did not extend the basic rights promised in the Constitution for over 100 years after the end of the Civil War.  With our focus on Making Equality, Dray’s book exposes a terrible reality that repeated itself far too often in the 20th Century.  However, Dray weaves these terrible episodes in our history with the stories of the individuals and organizations that sought to end this barbaric crime against humanity.  Philip Dray skillfully highlights the determined reformers like W.E.B. Du Bois, Ida B. Well-Barnett, James Weldon Johnson, Walter White and many more.   But what makes this historical opus relevant to the classroom teacher and by extension, the students they will instruct, is that Dray explores the conflict that the reformers had with a violent white supremacist ideology at the same time as the conflict reformers had within the reform movement.  While the reformers agreed lynching needed to end – they did not always agree on how.  That is an important lesson for students in a history class to be exposed to – that even progressive movements seeking justice in an unjust time are not monolithic and uniform social movements.   They are complex and often multisided organizations of dedicated people who have varying ideas, talents and abilities.  But the one thing they clearly have in common is their determination to act in order to achieve justice for others.
Part 2 - Synopsis:

Lynching is a dark chapter in American history.  It is so dark, that while we are willing to acknowledge that it happened when we teach American history, too often it is minimized to a paragraph in the text or section of a lecture along with Jim Crow laws, the Klan, poverty as well as the many other long term, negative effects of the institution of American slavery.  Maybe it falls back on the ever present and real challenge of teaching US History – there simply is not enough time to tell every important story in depth.  Plus all this gets fixed with the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Act and the work of Martin Luther King – right?  Or maybe we do not want to face that the lynching of black citizens by white mobs was an accepted or at the least, tolerated American tradition for far too long.  Perhaps when we teach of Black Americans fighting for freedom and equality, fighting to emerge from the shadow of slavery, fighting for their place at the table, we are content and comfortable to tell the story of Dr. King, Rosa Parks and the Freedom Riders.  As teachers, we need to show WW1, the roaring 20s, the Depression, victory in WW2 and the economic success of the 1950s.  Black history and black agitation for increased rights can fit in nicely after all those strong examples of the triumph of American liberty in the face of seemingly insurmountable challenges.  How do we teach about Americans fighting for democracy against the Nazis, while Jim Crow laws and lynchings back home are rooted in a similar racial ideology of white supremacy that led to the destruction of so many European victims?   But lynching, the values of a society that allowed it and the heroic reformers who stood up against it, was an ongoing struggle beginning with the defeat of the Confederacy and the legal end of slavery almost 100 years before MLK gave his “I have a Dream” speech in Washington.  The fight against racism and the horrible practice of mob murder is not merely to be covered in a chapter after the Bay of Pigs.  It is the story of lesser known progressive reformers such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, James Weldon Johnson, Walter White and the well-known W.E.B. Du Bois, who dedicated their lives to exposing Americans to the horrors and injustice of lynching that was all too common in many parts of this country.   Philip Dray’s At the Hands of Persons Unknown: The Lynching of Black America is a powerful historical exposé that fits firmly within the theme of Making Equality: Individuals, Social Movements and the Law.   In this narrative, the reader is not shielded or hurried through this unpopular epoch in history.  Dray lays out, with thorough research and a journalist’s approach, the reality of 1000s of African Americans who were lynched in American history.  Each brutal example is not told to become a grisly and macabre list, but each is used as the context to tell the inspiring accounts of the men and women who dedicated their lives to ending this “Shame of America.”    If you sift the almost 500 pages down to its core directive, Dray is telling two stories.  One is the real and necessary history of lynching, not lynching as addendum to all the many ills for Blacks but as the tolerated institution of terror by mostly southern white populations to keep African-Americans as second class citizens.  The second function of the book is the celebration of the brave, committed but underappreciated enemies of lynching, who despite seeing first-hand the realities for Blacks, never stopped believing in the potential goodness of all Americans to wake up and end this injustice or in the founding ideals that they believed all America would someday live up to.  

The focus of In the Hands of Persons Unknown’s may seem clear, however, Philip Dray’s thesis is not merely that the institution of lynching is the worst chapter in American history.  Though, that does become quite apparent to the reader.  Clearly spelled out in his preface and eloquently concluded in the epilogue, Dray recognizes the long sustained evils of lynching, but the focus of his work are the reformers who refused to give up their fight against intolerance and their staunch belief in the tangible concept of justice.   The author shows these diametrically opposing forces in a 100 year struggle throughout a wonderfully crafted narrative that is supported with copious pages of research but also a journalist’s style of making such a dark and overwhelming subject accessible to the casual historian in all of us.  At the Hands of Persons Unknown forces us as Americans to face the details, reactions and values of an America that allowed the murder of black citizens by angry and racist white mobs.  Dray’s argument is not pretty.  America tolerated this “holocaust,” in the words of Dray, by allowing over 4000 known lynchings to occur from the end of the US Civil War in 1865 to LBJ and the Civil Rights legislation of the mid-1960s.   But At the Hands would not work if it was merely the gruesome retelling of chilling facts of one lynching after another.  The sobering descriptions are there but they are used to put into context the valiant Americans who would dedicate their lives to exposing and ending these horrifying acts of mob violence.   These seekers of a better America clearly fit into the realm of Making Equality: Individuals, Social Movements and the Law.   Dray’s work highlights the reformers who risked their lives and reputations to combat evil and force upon white America the injustice and hypocrisy that lynching reflected.   Reformers such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, James Weldon Johnson, Booker T. Washington, Walter White and WEB Du Bois are the true focus of this historical work.   Social Movements such as NAACP, the Anti-Lynching Crusade, the Commission for Interracial Cooperation and the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching all voiced outrage and battled for a more just nation.  As Dray lays the foundation in the Preface, “If lynching, historically, is emblematic of what is worst about America – racism, intolerance, cruel and sadistic forms of violence –their (the reformers) fight may stand for what is best: the love of justice and fairness, and the conviction that one’s individual sense of right can suffice to defy the gravest sense of wrong.” (xii)  There lies the thesis of this important historical work.  The reformers’ persistent fight for what they knew was just is more than a persuasive historical argument; it is a call to action.  The conclusion should be read as an example to be continued by Americans facing injustice today.


Giving a detailed summary of At the Hands of Persons Unknown is really not a practical option.  At over 490 pages (plus the 25 pages of cited research set in perhaps size 2 font), it will be better to focus on the specific elements of the book that I found to be beneficial to my understanding of the book’s topic.  The title is important and a good place to start.  Philip Dray combed through countless reports and documents dealing with lynchings during his research.  All too often the words “At the Hands of Persons Unknown” would be typed or written on the official reports of the local coroner or police chief as to who was responsible for killing the victim.  It was a complicit lie by all in that town or county represented in these “official” government documents.  Most people in these towns knew who did it; the black community of these areas knew who did it.  But they also knew that those in power would take the law into their own hands to keep their “open secret” a secret.  Between 1865 and the 1940s, most examples of lynching were public, spectator events that drew huge crowds of white onlookers.  The killers were usually well known to all: friends and family of the “victim” of the accused, local business leaders, office holders and others from the town.  The spectacle lynching, complete with newspaper advertising, photographic souvenirs and huge crowds of men, women and children in attendance, was very sobering.  Evidence also showed that these massive lynchings often led to further violence against the black section of the town or county.  The work of the reformers mentioned earlier exposed the reality of an America in which lynching was seen as an accepted tradition held as the right of the offended white party and the greater white community.  

Dray presents a series of reformers starting during the Progressive Era and continuing the fight into the 1960s.  W.E.B. Du Bois is clearly admired by the author and Du Bois’ part in this history starts right away in chapter 1.  On the pages in between Chapter 1 and the Epilogue, Du Bois comes up time and time again in his struggle against lynching and in his disagreements with fellow reformers over strategy and methods.  But for the purposes of space, I want to mention two parts of the reform movement that I found interesting and helpful in shedding a new understanding of this movement.  First is the role of man named Walter White.  White was a leader of the NAACP with such an interesting and compelling career.  White was a light skinned African American who easily could “pass for white” which helped him go south into the heart of a staunch, white-supremacist region and interview witnesses and gather facts on a lynching.  He did this at great peril to own his life.  Dray tracks White’s story as he rose in the hierarchy of the NAACP.  At times Walter White was at odds with fellow reformers and members of the leadership of the NAACP such as James Weldon Johnson and Du Bois over approach.  These are great pieces of historical insight.  Students should learn to see the struggle the reformers faced from racist and unsympathetic white Americans but also from the clash between very motivated, intelligent and dedicated people within the struggle for equality.    The second piece of historical insight was the formation of the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (ASWPL).  All too often the reason for the lynching of a black male was to avenge or protect the honor of white southern women.  As a result of this burden on Southern women, a movement of white, socially active women developed to try to end lynching.  They proposed that if southern white women’s honor was allegedly in jeopardy and that their transgressed honor was the excuse used to lynch a black man, then it was up to southern white women to convince southern white males that this was not acceptable or just.   They also believed that until white southerners stopped the institute of lynching on their own and finally accepted that it is morally and legally wrong, it could not be ended by outside reformers and “meddlers” such as the NAACP.  ASWPL was a fascinating organization that I had never heard of.  Their story (as well as all of the different reformers) fits perfectly into the goals of the course Making Equality.

Another use of Philip Dray’s work for the classroom teacher is the non-lynching specific history that is interlaced seamlessly into the narrative.  Dray is a master of connecting the events of a lynching and the efforts of the reformers with the larger events and context of the times.  Dray’s book brilliantly connects his thesis to a wide array of impactful historical people and events; some of which are (in no particular order): Huck Finn, the Tuskegee Institute, the AFL, anti-Semitism, the Nazis, the Leo Frank trial and lynching, Birth of a Nation, Boston Mayor James Curley, the Civil War, all the presidents from 1865 to 1965, Dred Scott, the Scottsboro trial, Otis Sweet, the Scope trial, KKK, 13th, 14th, 15th Amendments, HUAC, Jackie Robinson, Prohibition, Spanish-American War, the Red Summer, the Great Depression, the Harlem Renaissance and many, many more.   Dray’s index reads like a list of the most significant events from 1865 to present. This fact alone makes At the Hands a great resource for the teacher of American history.  It puts the struggle against lynching (and segregation) into the larger context of American history.  There are a number of mini-lessons possible because of this.  The 10 to 15 pages on the premier of Birth of a Nation and its relevance to racism and the struggle against lynching is well worth the read if you are teaching a lesson on the impact of that film (pp. 190 to 207).  This sophisticated but well written history of lynching embedded into the American story helps the teacher find more ways to expand their instruction and personal understanding of lynching and the struggle to end it.   

Reading In the Hands of Persons Unknown led me to make two additional reflections or connections.  During our course Making Equality, we had a guest scholar who spoke, in part, about how the Civil Rights movement was not as passive in its approach to non-violence that most history texts teach.  He spoke of the reality of how many of the civil rights leaders were either armed themselves, escorted by armed bodyguards or that many African –Americans showed up to the protest or event as armed protection for the leaders and the protesters from possible white violence.  This idea challenged many views that were commonly held by the educators in our class, that MLK led a peaceful, non-violent resistance in the face of an angry and hostile white opposition.  But after reading this book and focusing on the brutal and unrelenting realities for Blacks in many parts of America for almost 100 years, this seemingly controversial historical argument proposed by our scholar begins to appear less outlandish to me.  The second revelation was more personal.  I remember clearly the anger I felt that many Black Americans rejoiced at the criminal verdict of OJ Simpson.  The guy clearly did it in my opinion, how could what seemed like at the time most of Black America not see he was guilty?  Well, for most of their history, African Americans have not been protected by the law when the mob came to lynch them, it did not allow them to vote or to sit on juries as African Americans were arrested under the law that did not represent them and tried by the courts that did not include them.  The Simpson verdict was the first time in a highly public forum, in which the legal system gave a fair trial which worked in favor of the black man accused of killing the white woman.  I still believe OJ did it, but I now see the other side in the context of a 100 year battle with one of the worst injustices in our history.

In the final analysis I would recommend In the Hands of Persons Unknown for US History teachers who want to increase their knowledge of the fight to end this “Shame of America.”  The work is a wealth of historical information that connects a complex and gruesome topic with the larger story of American history.  The book has clearly changed my level of understanding of this topic but it has also given me new motivation to make room in the tight US History curriculum for a deeper investigation for my students.     I am of the firm belief that students need to be made aware of the tremendous scope and unfortunate reality of lynching.  Also, keeping with the goals of our course, students need to know the challenges and efforts of the many people involved in the movement to end lynching.   Philip Dray ends his work with the story of what motivated Du Bois in 1899 to fight lynching.  After learning a black man named Sam Hose was lynched in a huge spectacle lynching outside of Atlanta, he “walked home determined that his life henceforth would be one not only of words but of actions.”   That is what the story of the people that fought lynching teaches us.  These reformers liked Ida B. Wells Barnett or Walter White were Americans who saw the need to right a gross injustice and to ACT to make America a better place for all peoples.  

Classroom Uses:
I must start by stating that this historical work is so densely packed and long that its primary use for the high school teacher may be solely to increase personal knowledge in order to give stronger and richer guidance in discussions on this topic.  Different areas in this book do, however, lend themselves with a little effort to create mini lectures on certain forces and individuals involved in the fight against  lynching such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Walter White, NAACP, ASWPL, the Anti-Lynching Crusade or just the evolution of lynching from the very public “spectacle” lynchings to “underground” clandestine  lynchings such as Emmett Till during the Civil Rights era.   Another possible use, albeit a time consuming idea for the teacher, would be to create little biography projects for the reformers highlighted in the book: Wells-Barnett, DuBois, Booker T. Washington, James Weldon Johnson, and Walter White.  Or, students could create projects that focus on the social organizations that stood up and fought lynching: NAACP, the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (white southern women), Anti-Lynching Crusade, the Commission for Interracial Cooperation (religious), the US Communist Party and the International Labor Defense.  This last idea would be highly beneficial because of the wide range of ideologies, motivations and tactics represented in all of these organizations.  That would be a great lesson for students to be exposed to.  Finally before I get to my actual idea, the epilogue would be an excellent reading for high school students studying the Civil Rights movement and its legacies.  The reading is very short (8 pages) and can stand on its own by concluding the legacy of lynching is the legacy of race relations in the US.  It is a very well written conclusion.  

My Lesson Idea:

Direct use of In the Hands of Persons Unknown has one major drawback for the classroom– it is almost 500 pages long!  In addition, this is a book thick with multiple topics and sophisticated historical investigation that render it almost impractical for many high school students to successfully access.  Almost.  With that stated, the topic of this historical work is vital to understanding America’s turbulent social history.  In addition, I believe with moderate support and well planned guidance, the opening chapter of the book could be successfully implemented into a doable and rewarding lesson for the high school classroom.

Lesson:  If I had to choose a section of the book that would have the most potential to reach high school students, then I would assign Chapter 1 to be read.  Acceptable Use practices would allow for the photocopying of one small chapter (14 pages out of 490 total) to hand out to students for educational use.  Plus, I am talking about Chapter 1 which the author would see as an advertisement to get people to buy the book.  In addition to being relatively short in length (14 pages), Chapter 1 is the “hook” chapter drawing the reader in with a sensational example of a historic spectacle lynching that took place in Atlanta in 1899.  Think of the opening scene to the movie Saving Private Ryan and Dray has created the historical narrative equivalent.  This chapter has that type of power, but it is also a micro-example of all of many of aspects of lynching that are examined throughout the rest of the book.  This chapter narrates all the horrible elements of a spectacle lynching that were all too common in the American South at the turn of the 20th Century.  The chapter is also used by the author to show the events that motivated W.E.B. Du Bois to dedicate his life to fighting this horrible injustice.  Therefore it is also the connection from the actual lynchings to the reformers that fought lynching as an American institution.  

I would start by assigning the chapter for homework.  I would encourage the students to actively read the chapter, my meaning here is for the students to underline, highlight and write out questions and comments on the reading itself.   They would be expected to use their notes, comments, questions in the classroom discussions.  After assigning the chapter, it would be best to debrief the students in small group discussions.  Each group (of at most 5 students) would address a series of discussion questions which could include any or all of the following:

What crime was Sam Hose accused of committing?

Why is it referred to as a ‘spectacle’ lynching?

What role did local law enforcement and local court officers play in the lynching?

What role did the news media play?

What realistic rights did African-Americans have in 1899 Georgia?

Did there seem to be a method or tradition to the lynching?  If so – what?

What was the reaction of whites to the lynching?  Blacks?  Americans outside of Georgia?

What shocked you the most about this incident?  

What did this event say about equality in America at this time?

What motivated W.E.B. Du Bois to want to take action at this time and what stopped him from doing so at this particular moment?  Very important moment for an intriguing American.  

And there are many more potential questions to have them think about and articulate.   Use some or all of these questions, what is important is to get the students to discuss the awful rituals gruesomely portrayed as well as the feeling by most of the white population involved that this was a legitimate and necessary local institution.  This will be a challenging concept for modern American teenagers to truly grasp about their country’s history – but they need to.  

The goal is that the small group discussions would lead students to a better understanding of what they read in the chapter.  

After the discussions in small groups, it would be vital to bring the topic back to the whole class.  At this point the teacher should address how the system works (or doesn’t) for Black America.  Talk about voting and jury exclusion despite 13, 14, 15 Amendments during Reconstruction, and bring up the economic, political and social reality for Blacks in America post-Civil War.  Finally, the classroom discussion could easily be directed to a discussion/debate on how reformers who faced danger themselves could solve this problem.  I envision a great follow up would be to have the students go home and imagine they are W.E.B. Du Bois, with their new knowledge of the reality of the rights of an African American, what would be your plan of action to bring about reform and ultimately justice and equality.

It would be important to go over these ideas the day they are due.  Then confer as a class about the practicality and reality of the possibilities that each member of the class shared.  Finally, it would be appropriate to lecture or give the students the historical overview of how reformers fought, successfully lobbied the federal government and finally ended lynching.  This is where the teacher would bring to the students information from Dray’s work on Ida B. Wells-Barnett, NAACP with James Weldon Johnson and Walter White, NAACP with and at time at odds with W.E.B. Du Bois, Du Bois against Booker T. Washington and the Tuskegee Institute, the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (a white women’s organization ), the Anti-Lynching Crusade, the Commission for Interracial Cooperation (religious), as well as the role of the Federal government, especially the federal courts.    

This activity would address all three of the Historical Thinking standards listed on the title page.  Historical Comprehension is Standard 2 and this would increase comprehension of a very difficult historic reality which would go far beyond any textbook handling of this topic.  Clearly, any discussion and organization of this chapter’s materials would utilize Historical Analysis and Interpretation.  Finally, the assignment to imagine you are Du Bois and the class discussion of possible strategies, would address Issue Analysis and Decision Making Skills.  
