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“The Mind That Burns in Each Body™:
Women, Rape, and Racial Violence

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall

Since Susan Brownmiller published her_ ground'breakmg study 0{
rape in 1975, radical feminists have emphasized the mépg!rt’?pc{e of 2{:;;0
in perpetuating male supremacy; tiwy have also‘ extended this ;nsz% o
other male “crimes of the body,” such as wzfe.-b'eatmg an fta e
daughter incest. At the same time, other fermmsts. have cri w:l od
Brownmiller for the ahistoricity of herj model—her_ view of raplz s a
timeless paradigm, unmodified by f‘ocml circumstances, oljl' ma o
lence against women. Black feminists have been especially wary o
Brownmiller's lack of attention to the nuances of ra?ml oppression, $0.
important to the rape issue in the contemporary Um.te'd States. 4ion of

Jacquelyn Hall is sympathetic to the radical femm'tst fgercepcgmed:
rape as a primary instrument of male terror, but she is a 0 cgn ned
with its importance in maintaining other forms of domina w%ig@g.
argues that in the posi-Reconstruction South, mpe——a;:'act of vi piions
against women’s bodies—was inseparable from lg.mc *a,;r:g—--m;dd not:=
terror against men’s. Both were necess.ary to a socaetylt at uph.te o
just men’s control over women, but white men's control over whi e i,
black women and black men. Rape was not szmply an acthof vwm Q;‘t—:
but a sexual story men told themselves that legitimated other forms of

i liarly arousing and’
iolence, and that rendered that violence peculi ot 3
;}zaestmble. Only in debunking the elements of this continuing story,

Hall suggests—the innocence of the white woman, the licentiousness of

the black woman, the lustfulness of the black man—can feminists_.pqse';

an effective challenge to rape.
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I
Hostility Focused on Human Flesh

FLORIDA TO BURN NEGRO AT STAKE:
SEX CRIMINAL SEIZED FROM JAIL,
WILL BE MUTILATED, SET AFIRE IN
EXTRA-LEGAL, VENGEANCE FOR
DEED _
—Dothan (Alabama)
Eggle, October 26, 1934
After taking the nigger to the woods . . .
they cut off his penis. He was made to eat it.
Then they cut off his testicles and made him
eat them and say he liked it.
—Member of a lynch mob, 1934

- Lynching, like rape, has not yet been given its history. Perhaps it

- has been too easily relegated to the shadows where “poor white”
.: stereotypes dwell. Perhaps the image of absolute victimization it
+-evokes has been too difficult to reconcile with what we know about
~“black resilience and resistance. Yet the impact of lynching, both as
* practice and as symbol, can hardly be underestimated. Between 1882
“and 1946 almost 5,000 people died by lynching. The lynching of Em-
--mett Till in 1955 for whistling at a white woman, the killing of three
;civil rights workers in Mississippi in the 1960s, and the hanging of a
black youth in Alabama in 1981 all illustrate the persistence of this
tradition of ritual violence in the service of racial control, a tradition

intimately bound up with the politics of sexuality.

i Vigilantism originated on the eighteenth-century frontier where it
filled a vacuum in law enforcement. Rather than passing with the
frontier, however, lynching was incorporated into the distinctive legal
--system of southern slave society.? In the nineteenth century, the in-
 dustrializing North moved toward a modern criminal justice system in
which police, courts, and prisons administered an impersonal, bureau-
ratic rule of law designed to upheld property rights and discipline

unruly workers. The South, in contrast, maintained order through a
ystem of deference and customary authority in which all whites had
informal police power over all blacks, slave owners meted out planta-

lanter’s prerogatives. The purpose of one system was class contro}, of
¢ other, control over a slave population. And each tradition con-
inued into the period after the Civil War. In the North, factory-like
enitentiaries warehoused displaced members of the industrial pro-
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letariat. The South maintained higher rates of personal violer_nce than
any other region in the country and lynching crossed over the line from
informal law enforcement into outright political terrorism. ‘

White supremacy, of course, did not rest on force alone. Routine
institutional arrangements denied to the freedmen and women thg
opportunity to own land, the right to vote, access to _educatwﬁl,dag
participation in the administration of the law. Lynching reache 1]ts
height during the battles of Reconstruction and the Populist revolt;
once a new system of disfranchisement, debt peonage, and seg_re‘g)‘a;tlc;g
was firmly in place, mob violence gradually declined. Yet until Wor
War I, the average number of lynchings never fell bc.slow two ox_‘_three 3
week. Through the twenties and thirties, mob vmlc.mce f‘emforcef
white dominance by providing planters with a quam—oﬂ-]c.lal wefizh 0
enforcing labor contracts and crop lien laws and local officials Wl1 a
means of extracting deference, regardless of t-he letter of the ag. _
Individuals may have lynched for their own tw15§ed reasons, but the
practice continued only with tacit official consent. o ki

Most importantly, lynching served as a tool (?f psychol.oglca mtlmi;
dation aimed at blacks as a group. Unlike official authorlty., .the lynch
mob was unlimited in its capriciousness. With care and v1gllanc<;, ﬁn B
individual might avoid situations that landed h1m' in the han;l]s (1; t }?:
law. But a lynch mob could strike anywhere, any time. Once the brush. |
fire of ramor began, 2 manhunt was orgar}lzed, and _the _local paper_.“,‘
began putting cut special editions announcing a lynchn_lg in prolgéess,t-_._-
there could be few effective reprievesl:ltlf the 1ntendﬁd victim cou I_lq. .

n innocent bystander might serve as well. i

belit‘o\lalf:sd ;st simply the t{lreat of death that gave lync'hing its represtivg-};
power. Even as outbreaks of mob violence declined in freql.Jen.cy, they.
were increasingly accompanied by torture and sexual ml{tl.latllon. Dle.—
seriptions of the first phase of Hitler’s death sweep are ch111m‘g1 y 'app_i
cable to lynching: “Killing was ad hoc, inventive, and in dll
dependence on imagination, peculiarly expressive . . . this wfas muﬁ .'_el.‘.):;
uncanny in its anonymous intimacy, a hostility so personally”docuse_ o
human flesh that the abstract fact of death was not en_ough. o

At the same time, the expansion of communications and the- :3
velopment of photography in the late nineteenth and early trIv‘t]r:egiae.
centuries gave reporting a vividness it had never had befqre. he utn
evocation of human suffering implicated white readers in eac ag -
aggression and drove home to blacks the consequences .of power :)I‘s__‘
ness. Like whipping under slavery, lynchu:;g was an ll'fStI.'UlTlt?ﬂt_ :
coercion intended to impress not only the immediate victim gtﬁ
who saw or heard about the event. And the mass x_ned.la Slffeﬁ--"'c
imagery of rope and faggot far beyond the community 1]nsw tlﬁ ) e_z_tlh
lynching took place. Writing about his yquth in the rural Sou in
1920s, Richard Wright describes the terrible climate of fear:
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The things that influenced my conduct as a Negro did not have to
haﬁ)pen to me directly; I needed but to hear of them to feel their
full effects in the deepest layers of my consciousness. Indeed, the
white brutality that I had not seen was a more effective control of
my behavior than that which T knew. The actual experience would
_have let me see the realistic outlines of what was really happening,
but as long as it remained something terrible and yet remote,
something whose horror and blood might descend upen me at any
moment, I was compelled to give my entire imagination over to
it.

A penis cut off and stuffed in a victim’s mouth. A crowd of thousands
- watching a black man scream in pain. Such incidents did not have to

_ occur very often, or be witnessed directly, to be burned indelibly into
the mind. '

I
Never Against Her Will

White men have said over and over—and

. we have believed it because it was repeated

s0 often—that not only was there no such

thing as a chaste Negro woman—but that a

Negro woman could not be assaulted, that it
was never against her will.

—Jessie Daniel Ames (1936)

- Schooled in the struggle against sexual rather than racial violence,
-contemporary feminists may nevertheless find familiar this account of
“lynching’s political function, for analogies between rape and lynching
‘have often surfaced in the literature of the anti-rape movement. To
-carry such analogies too far would be to fall into the error of radical
feminist writing that misconstrues the realities of racism in the effort to
‘illuminate sexual subordination.® It is the suggestion of this essay,
‘however, that there is a significant resonance hetween these two forms
of violence. We are only beginning to understand the web of connec-
tions among racism, attitudes toward women, and sexual ideologies.
‘The purpose of looking more closely at the dynamics of repressive

-violence is not to reduce sexual assault and mob murder to static
‘equivalents but to illuminate some of the strands of that tangled web.

~'The association between lynching and rape emerges most clearly in
their parallel use in racial subordination. As Diane K. Lewis has

Dpointed out, in a patriarchal society, black men, as men, constituted a
potential challenge to the established order.” Laws were formulated
primarily to exclude black men from adult male prerogatives in the
public sphere, and lynching meshed with these legal mechanisms of
exclusion. Black women represented a more ambiguous threat. They
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too were denied access to the politico-jural domain, but since they
shared this exclusion with women in general, its maintenance engen-
dered less anxiety and required less force. Lynching served pr%marlly
to dramatize hierarchies among men. In contrastthe violence directed
at black women illustrates the double jeopardy of race and sex. The
records of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the oral histories collected by
the Federal Writers Project testify to the sexual atrocities endured by -
black women as whites sought to reassert their command over the
newly freed slaves. Black women were sometimes executed by lynch
mobs, but more routinely they served as targets of sexual assault.
Like vigilantism, the sexual exploitation of black women had been
institutionalized under slavery. Whether seized through outright force
or voluntarily granted within the master-slave relation, the sexr_.lal ac-
cess of white men to black women was a cornerstone of patrlarch_al
power in the South. It was used as a punishment or demanqed in_
exchange for leniency. Like other forms of deferencg and conspicuous :
consumption, it buttressed planter hegemony. And it served the prac-
tical economic purpose of replenishing the slave labor supply.
After the Civil War, the informal sexual arrangements of slave}*y
shaded into the use of rape as a political weapon, anq the special
vulnerability of black women helped shape the ex-slaves strt'lggle for_ o
the prerequisites of freedom. Strong family bonds_ had survived the -
adversities of slavery; after freedom, the black family §erved as a bul-
wark against a racist society. Indeed, the sharecropp_mg system tha_t:_.
. replaced slavery as the South’s chief mode of production grew in part
from the desire of blacks to withdraw from gang labor and gain control. :
over their own work, family lives, and bodily integrity. Th.e' sharecrop
ping family enabled women to escape white ma]e.superwmm.l,‘ de_votg
their productive and reproductive powers to their own families, anc
protect themselves from sexual assault.® ' S
Most studies of racial violence have paid little attention to the par
ticular suffering of women.? Even rape has been seen les§ as an aspe_(_:k
of sexual oppression than as a transaction between white and-blac:
men. Certainly Claude Lévi-Strauss’s insight that men use women 2
verbs with which to communicate with one another- (rapeT bemg-.
means of communicating defeat to the men of a conquere(.i tribe) help
explain the extreme viciousness of sexual .violence in the ?oit
emancipation era.’® Rape was in part a reaction to the e.ffort [ .t3 g
freedmen to assume the role of patriarch, able to prmrlde for ang
protect his family. Nevertheless, as writers like Su}an Griffin and St
san Brownmiiller and others have made clear, rape is first and foremos
a crime against women." Rape sent a message to black men, bug mo_r,_d
centrally, it expressed male sexual attitudes in a culture both racist an

atriarchal. _ .
P Recent historians of Victorian sexuality have traced the process b
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which a belief in female “passionlessness” replaced an older notion of
women’s dangerous sexual power.” Even at the height of the “cult of
true womanhood” in the nineteenth century, however, views of
women'’s sexuality remained ambivalent and double-edged, The assaci-
ation between women and nature, the dread of women’s treacherous
carnality, persisted, rooted, as Dorothy Dinnerstein persuasively ar-
gues, in the earliest experiences of infancy.

~ In the United States, the fear and fascination of female sexuality was

projected onto black women; the passionless lady arose in symbiosis

with the primitively sexual slave. House slaves often served as substi-

tute mothers; at a black woman’s breast white men experienced abso-

lute dependence on a being who was both a source of wish-fulfilling joy

and of grief-producing disappointment. In adulthood, such men could

“find in this black woman a ready object for the mixture of rage and

desire that so often underlies male heterosexuality. The black woman,

.already in chains, was sexually available, unable to make claims for

support or concern; by dominating her, men could replay the infant’s
dream of unlimited access to the mother." The economic and political
challenge posed by the black patriarch might be met with death by
lynching, but when the black woman seized the opportunity to turn

her maternal and sexnal resources to the benefit of her own family,
-sexual violence met her assertion of will. Thus rape reasserted white
dominance and control in the private arena as lynching reasserted
‘hierarchical arrangements in the public transactions of men.

I
Lynching’s Double Message

The crowds from here that went over to see

[Lola Cannidy, the alleged rape victim in

the Claude Neal lynching of 1934] said he

was 5o large he could not assault her until he

took his knife and cut her, and also had

either cut or bit one of her breast [sic] off.

—Letter to Mrs. W. P. Cornell,

October 28, 1934, Association of
Southern Women for the Prevention
of Lynching Papers

. more than rape itself, the fear of rape
permeates our lives. . . . and the best de-
fense against this is not to be, to deny being
in the body, asa self, to . . . avert your gaze,
make yourself, as a presence in the world,
less felt.

—Susan Griffin, Rape: The Power of
Consciousness (1979)



334 / Jacquelyn Dowd Hall

In the 1920s and 1930s, the industrial revolution spread through the
South, bringing a demand for more orderly forms of law enforcement.
Men in authority, anxious to create a favorable business climate, began
to withdraw their tacit approval of extralegal violence. Yet lynching
continued, particularly in rural areas, and even as white moderates
criticized lynching in the abstract, they continued to justify outbreaks
of mob violence for the one special crime of sexual assault. For most
white Americans, the association between lynching and rape called to
mind not twin forms of white violence against black men and women,
but a very different image: the black rapist, “a monstrous beast, crazed L
with lust”* the white victim—young, blond, virginal; her manly -
Anglo-Saxon avengers. Despite the pull of modernity, the emotional -
logic of lynching remained: only swift, sure violence, unhampered by
legalities, could protect white women from sexual assault. .

The “protection of white womanhood” was a pervasive fixture of -
racist ideology. In 1839, for example, a well-known historian offered
this commonly accepted rationale for lynching: black men find “some- '*
thing strangely alluring and seductive . . . in the appearance of the '
white woman; they are aroused and stimulated by its foreignness to -
their experience of sexual pleasures, and it moves them to gratify their
lust at any cost and in spite of every obstacle.” In 1937, echoing an -
attitude that characterized most local newspapers, the Jackson, Missis
sippi, Daily News published what it felt was the coup de grace to anti
lynching critics: “What would you do if your wife, daughter, or one of -
your loved ones was ravished? You'd probably be right there with the .
mob.” Two years later, 65 percent of the white respondents in an
anthropological survey believed that lynching was justified in cases o
sexual assault.’® Despite its tenacity, however, the myth of the black
rapist was never founded on objective reality. Less than a quarter o
lynch victims were even accused of rape or attempted rape. Down to
the present, almost every study has underlined the fact that rape is
overwhelmingly an intraracial crime, and the victims are more often
black than white. o

A major strategy of anti-lynching reformers, beginning with Ida B.
Wells in the 1880s and continuing with Walter White of the NAACP
and Jessie Daniel Ames of the Association of Southern Women for the
Prevention of Lynching, was to use such facts to undermine the
rationalizations for mob violence. But the emotional circuit between
interracial rape and lynching lay beyond the reach of factual refutation.
A black man did not literally have to attempt sexual assault for whites
to perceive some transgression of caste mores as a sexual threat. White
women were the forbidden fruit, the untouchable property, the ulti-
mate symbol of white male power. To break the racial rules was to
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conjure up an image of black over white, of a world turned upside
down.

Agdin, women were a means of communication and, on one level,
the rhetoric of protection, like the rape of black women, reflected a
power struggle among men. But impulses toward women as well as
toward blacks were played out in the drama of racial violence. The fear
of rape was more than a hypocritical excuse for lynching; rather, the
two phenomena were intimately intertwined. The “southern rape com-
plex” functioned as a means of both sexual and racial suppression. '’

" For whites, the archetypal lynching for rape can be seen as a

- dramatization of cultural themes, a story they told themselves about

the social arrangements and psychological strivings that lay beneath

the surface of everyday life. The story such rituals told about the place

of white women in southern society was subtle, contradictory, and

" demeaning. The frail victim, leaning on the arms of her male relatives,

might be brought to the scene of the crime, there to identify her

“assailant and witness his execution. This was a moment of humiliation.

A woman who had just been raped, or who had been apprehended in a

-clandestine interracial affair, or whose male relatives were pretending

that she had been raped, stood on display before the whole commu-

~nity. Here was the quintessential Woman as Victim: polluted, “ruined
Hor life,” the object of fantasy and secret contempt. Humiliation, how-
-ever, mingled with heightened worth as she played for a moment the
Tole of the Fair Maiden violated and avenged. For this privilege—if the
-alleged assault had in fact taken place—she might pay with suffering in
.the extreme. In any case, she would pay with a lifetime of subjugation
‘to the men gathered in her behalf.

- Only a small percentage of lynchings, then, revolved around charges
-of sexual assault; but those that did received by far the most attention
‘and publicity—indeed, they gripped the white imagination far out of
“proportion to their statistical significance. Rape and rumors of rape

became the folk pornography of the Bible Belt. As stories spread the

‘rapist became not just a black man but a ravenous brute, the victim a
-beautiful young virgin. The experience of the woman was described in
‘minute and progressively embellished detail, a public fantasy that im-
-plied a group participation in the rape as cathartic as the subsequent
lynching. White men might see in “lynch law” their ideal selves: patri-
‘archs, avengers, righteous protectors. But, being men themselves, and
~sometimes even rapists, they must also have seen themselves in the
lynch mob’s prey.

:2- The lynch mob in pursuit of the black rapist represented the trade-
-off implicit in the code of chivalry: for the right of the southern lady to
protection presupposed her obligation to obey. The connotations of



336 / Jacquelyn Dowd Hall R

wealth and family background attached to the position of the lady.in
the antebellum South faded in the twentieth century, but the power o
“ladyhood” as a value construct remained. The term denoted chastity
frailty, graciousness. “A lady,” noted one social-psychologist, “is always
in a state of becoming;: one acts like a lady, one attempts to be a lady
but one never is a lady.” Internalized by the individual, this ideal
regulated behavior and restricted interaction with the world.® If ;
woman passed the tests of ladyhood, she could tap into the reservoir of :
protectiveness and shelter known as southern chivalry. Women wh
abandoned secure, if circumscribed, social roles forfeited the claim:
personal security. Together the practice of ladyhood and the etiquett
of chivalry controlled white women’s behavior even as they guarded -
caste lines. Sl

Proslavery theorist Thomas R. Dew spelled out this dialectic. The
“essence of manhood,” he wrote, is “predation.” The essence of-
womanhood is “allure.” Only the rise of gallantry and the patriarchal’
family offered a haven from male aggression. Stripped to its bare essen-.
tials, then, the difference between the sexes was the opposition be-:
tween the potential rapist and the potential victim of sexual assault;
and the family metaphor that justified slavery offered the exchange of - ;
dependence for protection to the mistress as well as to the slaves... .
Dew's notion of female sexuality, however, did not deny her passions -
of her own. On the contrary, because her role was not to seek, “but to
be sought . . . not to woo, but to be wooed,” she was forced to suppress: .
her “most violent feelings . . . her most ardent desires.™ In general, "
the law of rape expressed profound distrust of women, demanding
evidence of “utmost resistance,” corroboration by other witnesses in’ j'i'
addition to the victim’s word, and proof of the victim’s chastity—all®
contrary to the rules of evidence in other forms of violent crime. In "
sharp contrast, however, when a black man and a white woman were
concerned intercourse was prima facie evidence of rape. The presiding
judge in the 1931 Scottsboro trial, in which nine black youths were -
accused of rape, had this to say: _ S

Where the woman charged to have been raped, as in this case isa
white woman, there is a very strong presumption under the law
that she would not and did not yielc? voluntarily to intercourse
with the defendant, a Negro; and this is true, whatever the station
in life the prosecutrix may occupy, whether she be the most de- -
spised, ignorant and abandoned woman of the community, or the
spotless virgin and daughter of a prominent home of luxury and
learning.*

Lynching, then, like laws against intermarriage, masked uneasiness

 over the nature of white women’s desires. It aimed not only to engen-
der fear of sexual assault but also to prevent voluntary unions. 1t up- -
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. held the comforting fiction that at least in relation to black men, white

‘women were always objects and never agents of sexual desire.

"= Although the nineteenth-century women’s movement for the most
“ part advocated higher moral standards for men, not sexual liberation
for women, opponents . insisted that it threatened the family and
“painted feminists as spinsters or libertines, sexual deviants in either
. case. It may be no accident, then, that the vision of the black man as a
‘threatening beast flourished during the first phase of the southern
“women’s rights movement, a fantasy of aggression against boundary-
_transgressing women as well as a weapon of terror against blacks.
‘ Certainly the rebelliousness of that feminist generation was cir-

‘cumscribed by the feeling that women were hedged about by a

-“nameless horror.” The South, wrote one turn-of-the-century woman,
+had become “a smoldering volcano, the dark of its quivering night . . .
‘ pierced through by the cry of some outraged woman.™

¥, When women in the 1920s and 1930s did begin to assert their right
-to sexual expression and to challenge. the double standard Thomas
“Dew’s injunctions implied, inheritors of the plantation legend re-
“sponded with explicit attacks that revealed the sanctions at the heart of
_ihe chivalric ideal. William Faulkner's The Sanctuary, published in
1931, typified a common literary reaction to the fall of the lady. The
“corncob rape of Temple Drake—a “new woman” of the 1920s—was the
“ultimate revenge against the abdicating white virgin. Her fate repre-
“sented the “desecration of a cult object,” the implicit counterpoint to
' the idealization of women in a patriarchal society.*

v
Lady Insurrectionists

The lady insurrectionists gathered together
in one of our southern cities. . . . They said
calmly that they were not afraid of being .
raped; as for their sacredness, they would
take care of it themselves; they did not need
the chivalry of lynching to protect them and
did not want it.

—Lillian Smith, Killers of the Dream (1549)

On November 1, 1930, twenty-six white women from six southern
states met in Atlanta to form the Association of Southern Women for
the Prevention of Lynching. Organized by Texas sufiragist Jessie
Daniel Ames, the association had a central, ideological goal: to break
the circuit between the tradition of chivalry and the practice of mob
murder. The association was part of a broader interracial movement; its

" contribution to the decline of lynching must be put in the perspective
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of the leadership role played by blacks in the national anti-lynching
campaign. But it would be a mistake to view the association simply asa .
white women’s auxiliary to black-led struggies. Rather, it represented -
an acceptance of accountability for a racist mythology that white -
women had not created but that they nevertheless served, a point.
hammered home by black women’s admonitions that “when Southern
white women get ready to stop lynching, it will be stopped and not .
before.”® BRI
Jessie Ames, the association’s leader, stood on the brink between -
two worlds. Born in 1883 in a small town in East Texas, a regional
hotbed of mob violence, she directed the anti-lynching campaign from .
Atlanta, capital of the New South. She drew eclectically on the .
nineteenth-century female reform tradition and advecated an im-
plicitly feminist anti-racism that looked backward to the abolitionist :
movement as well as forward to feminists of our own times. =
Ames had come to maturity in a transitional phase of the women’s:
movement, when female reformers used the group consciousness and .
Victorian sense of themselves as especially moral beings to justify a'-
great wave of female institution building. When Jessie Ames turned.
from suffrage to the reform of race relations, she looked naturally to
this heritage for her constituency and tactics. The association drew its
members from among small-town church women, schooled for decades -
in running their own affairs within YWCAs, women’s clubs, and mis--
sionary societies and sensitized by the temperance and suffrage move
ments to a politics that simultaneously stressed domestic order and-
women’s rights.® Ames’s strategy for change cailed for enfranchised
women to exercise moral influence over the would-be lynchers in their:
own homes, political influence over the public officials who col-,
laborated with them, and cultural influence over the editors and politi
cians who created an atmosphere where maob violence flourished. Lik
Frances Willard and the temperance campaign, she sought to extend
women’s moral guardianship into the most quintessentially masculine
affairs. o
Ames’s tenacity and the emotional energy of her campaign derive
from her perception that lynching was a women’s issue: not only ‘4n.
obstacle to regional development and an injustice to blacks, but also an
insult to white women. Along with black women leaders before her
who had perceived that the same sexual stereotyping that allowe
black women to be exploited caused black men to be feared, she chal
lenged both racist and patriarchal ideas.® Disputing the notion ‘th:
blacks provoked mob action by raping white women, association mem:
bers traced lynching to its roots in white supremacy.” More central t
their campaign was an effort to dissociate the image of the lady from: it
connotations of sexual vulnerability and retaliatory violence. If lynch
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ing held a covert message for white women as well as an overt one for
blacks, then the anti-lynching association represented a woman-
centered reply. Lynching, it proclaimed, far from offering a shield
against sexual assault, served as a weapon of both racial and sexual
terror, planting fear in women’s minds and dependency in their hearts.
Tt thrust them in the role of personal property or sexual objects, ever
tthreatened by black men’s lust, ever in need of white men’s protection.
Asserting their identity as autonomous citizens, requiring not the
‘paternalism of chivalry but the equal protection of the law, association
members resisted the part assigned to them.

If, as Susan Brownmiller claims, the larger anti-lynching movement
paid little attention to lynching’s counterpart, the rape of black
.women, the women’s association could not ignore the issue. For one
‘thing, black wornen in the interracial movement continually brought it
“to their attention, prodding them to take responsibility for stopping
‘both lynching and sexual exploitation. For another, from slavery on,
“interracial sex had been a chronic source of white women’s discon-
“tent.” In 1920, for example, a white interracialist and women’s rights
leader, who had come to her understanding of racial issues through
pioneering meetings with black women, warned a white male audi-
ence:

. The race problem can never be solved as long as the white man
“. goes unpunished [for interracial sex], while the Negro is burned at
- the stake. I shall say no more, for I am sure you need not have
- anything more said. When the white men of the South have come
.'_to that position, a single standard for both men and women, then
- you will accomplish something in this great problem.®

2. 'In the winter of 1931, Jessie Daniel Ames called a meeting of black
“and white women for an explicit discussion of the split female image
~and the sexual double standard. The women, she thought, should
 gather in closed session with no men present “because there are some
“vices of Southern life which contribute subtly to {lynching] that we
" want to face by ourselves.” The black leader Nannie Burroughs agreed:
“*All meetings with white and colored women on this question should
be held behind closed doors and men should not be admitted.” White
“male attitudes, the group concluded, originated in a slave system
“where black women “did not belong to themselves but were in effect
e property of white men.” They went on to explore the myths of
lack women'’s promiscuity and white women’s purity, and noted how
is split image created a society that “considers an assault by a white
1an as a moral lapse upon his part, better ignored and forgotten, while
1 assault by a Negro against a white woman is a hideous crime punish-
ble with death by law or lynching.” Relationships among women in-
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terracialists were far from egalitarian, nor could they always overcome'
the impediments to what Ames called “free and frank” discussion.* Yet
on occasions like this one the shared experience of gender opened the
way for consciousness-raising communication across the color line. "
If such discussions of male behavior had to be held behind closed:
doors, even more treacherous was the question of sex between black -
men and white women. In 1892, Memphis anti-lynching reformer and;
black women’s club leader Ida B. Wells was threatened with death_an{_i_‘_;,
run out of town for proclaiming that behind many lynchings lay consen-:
sual interracial affairs. Over sixty years later, in the wake of the famous
Scottsboro case, Jessie Daniel Ames began delving beneath the surface
of lynchings in which white women were involved. Like Barnett, she
found that black men were sometimes executed not for rape but fo
interracial sex. And she used that information to disabuse associatio
members of one of the white South’s central fictions: that, as a Miss
sippi editor put it, there had never been a southern white woman:
depraved as to “bestow her favors on a black man.™ SR
But what of lynching cases in which rape actually had occurred
Here association leaders could only fall back on a call for law and order
for they knew from their own experience that the fear engendered it
their constituency by what some could bring themselves to call onl
“the unspeakable crime” was all too real. “Whether their own mind
perceive danger where none exists, or whether the fears have beenpy
in their ininds by men’s fears,” Ames commented, women could 1o
but see themselves as potential victims of black assault.® It. would:h
left to a future generation to point out that the chief danger to whit
women came from white men and to see rape in general as a feminis
concern. Association leaders could only exorcise their own fears o
male aggression by transferring the means of violence from mobs toth
state and debunking the myth of the black rapist. _ ik
In the civil rights movement of the 1960s, white women woul
confront the sexual dimension of racism and racial violence by asserti
their right to sleep with black men. Anti-lynching reformers of th
1930s obviously took a very different approach. They abhorred mal
violence and lynching’s eroticism of death, and asserted against ther
feminine standard of personal and public morality. They portraye
themselves as moral beings and independent citizens rather than v
nerable sexual objects. And the core of their message lay more in'wha
they were than in what they said: southern ladies who needed ont
their own rectitude to protect them from interracial sex and the law t
guard them from sexual assault. When Jessie Ames referred to “th
crown of chivalry that has been pressed like a crown of thorns on-ou
heads,” she issued a cry of protest that belongs to the struggle for b
racial and sexual emancipation.®” ,
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v
The Decline of Chivalry

As male supremacy becomes ideologically
untenable, incapable of justifying itself as
protection, men assert their domination
more directly, in fantasies and occasionally
in acts of raw violence.
—Christopher Lasch,
Marxist Perspectives (1978)

.the 1970s, for the second time in the nation’s history, rape again
tracted widespread public attention. The obsession with interracial
«rape, which peaked at the turn of the nineteenth century but lingered
“Hrom ‘the close of the Civil War into the 1930s, became a magnet for
cial and sexual oppression. Today the issue of rape has crystallized
iportant feminist concerns.

Rape emerged as a feminist issue as women developed an indepen-
ent -politics that made sexuality and personal life a central arena of
ruggle. First in consciousness-raising groups, where autobiography
came a politicizing technique, then in public “speakouts,” women
oke what in retrospect seems a remarkable silence about a pervasive
pect of female experience. From that beginning flowed both an
alysis that held rape to be a political act by which men affirm their
ower over women and strategies for change that ranged from the
minist self-help methods of rape crisis centers to institutional reform
the criminal justice and medical care systems. After 1976, the move-
ent broadened to include wife-battering, sexual harassment, and,
Hlowing the lead of Robin Morgan’s claim that “pornography is the
eory, rape the practice,” media images of women.®

By the time Susan Brownmiller's Against Our Will: Men, Women
nd Rape gained national attention in 1975, she could speak to and for
feminist constituency already sensitized to the issue by years of prac-
cal, action-oriented work. Her book can be faulted for supporting a
otion of universal patriarchy and timeless sexual victimization; it
aves no room for understanding the reasons for women’s collabora-
"-their own sources of power (both self-generated and derived), the
ass.and racial differences in their experience of discrimination and
xual danger. But it was an important milestone, pointing the way for
search into a subject that has consistently been trivialized and ig-
ored. Many grass-roots activists would demur from Brownmiller’s
sertion that all men are potential rapists, but they share her under-
tanding of the continuum between sexism and sexual assault.*

¢ demand for control over one’s own body—control over whether,
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when, and with whom one has children, control over how
ity is expressed—is central to the feminist project beca
Petchesky persuasively argues, it is essential to “a sen:
person, with personal and bodily integrity,” able to: engag
scious activity and to participate in social life.* It is thisri
integrity and self-determination that rape, and the fe:
thoroughly undermines. Rape’s devastating effect on in
rives not so much from the sexual nature of the crime
activists have been concerned to revise the idea that rap
worse than death” whose victims, if no longer “rizined
least so traumatized that they must rely for recover :
help rather than on their own resources) as from. the
helplessness and loss of control, the sense of one’s self
rage. And women who may never be raped share; by chro
in the same helplessness, “otherness,” lack of contrgl
against rape, like the anti-lynching movement, addresses
ternal dangers but also internal consequences: the bod
self-censorship that limits one’s capacity to “walk freely
The focus on rape, then, emerged from the intern
feminist thought and practice. But it was also a responst
increase in the crime. From 1969 to 1974, the numbe
percent, a greater increase than for any other violént cri
edly rape statistics reflect general demographic and crim
well as a greater willingness of victims to report s
though observers agree that rape is still the most u
crimes).” But there can be no doubt that rape is a se
that it plays a prominent role in women’s subordination
high-quality survey data, Allan Griswold Johnson has estin
a minimum, 20 to 30 percent of girls now twelve years'old
violent attack sometime in their lives. A woman is as likely
as she is to experience a divorce or to be diagnosed as-ha
In a recent anthology on women and pornography,”
ner has drawn a parallel between the wave of lynching that o
Reconstruction and the increase in rapes in.an-e)
backlash.® Certainly, as women enter the workforce
riage, live alone or as single heads of households, the
targets for sexual assault. But observations like Gard
linking the intensification of sexual violence directly
challenge. Such arguments come dangerously close:
victim for the crime. But they may also contain a
Sociological research on rape has only recently begun
have studies explaining the function and frequency of th
various historical conditions; until that work is don
certainty assess the current situation. Yet it seems
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ebbéd and flowed with new modes of racial control, rape--
and idea—cannot be divorced from changes in the sexual

Jessie Ames released to the press a statement that,”for tllle
iriher career, the South could claim a “lynchless year, :'md in
wvinced that lynching was no longer widely condoned in the
hite womanhood, she allowed the Association of Southern
or the Prevention of Lynching to pass quietly from the scene.
n's efforts, the larger, black-led anti-lynching campaign,
graﬁdn-from the rural South, the spread of industry-:—th'ese
‘developments contributed to the decline of vigilante justice.
ntinued to be victimized by covert violence and routinized
rocedures that amounted to “legal lynchings.” But after World
yublic Iynchings, announced in the papers, openly accom-
and. tacitly condoned, no longer haunted the land, and the
t ceased to be a fixture of political campaigns and newspaper

change in the rhetoric and forin of racial violence reflected new
! \i%aird women as well as toward blacks. By the 1940s few
leaders were willing, as Jessie Ames put it, to “lay themseiw.as
idicule” by defending lynching on the grounds of gallantry, in
usé gallantry itself had lost conviction.® The same process of
“development and national integration that encouraged- the
adopt northern norms of authority and control undermme’d
alric ideal. Industrial capitalism on the one hand and women's
f independence on the other weakened paternalism and
the conventions of protective deference.® This is not to say that
‘between racism and sexism was broken; relations between
men and black men continued to be severely sa.nctioqed, and
én. to the present, have drawn disproportionate punishment
assault. The figures speak for themselves: of the 455 men
for.rape since 1930, 405 were black, and a.lmo§t all the com-
were white.® Nevertheless, “the protection of white
pod” rang more hollow in the postwar New South fmd the fear
jal rape became a subdued theme in the nation at large
‘an openly articulated regional obsession. '
cial feminist mainstream, of which Jessie Ames and th.e'antl-
association were a part, thus chipped away at a poht_lcs of
that locked white ladies in the home under the guise of
them from the world. But because such reformef‘s held to
el trappings of their role even as they asserted t}}elr a;lutono-
citizenship, they offered reassurance that women's in uencg
‘expanded without mortal danger to male prerogatives an
ontemporary feminists have eschewed some of the comforting
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assumptions of their nineteenth-century predecessors: wol_r__lep’ '_
sionlessness, their limitation to social housekeeping; - their” excly
responsibility for childrearing and housekeeping. They have ¢
their revolt in explicit ideology and unladylike behavior.: Mean
as Barbara Ehrenreich has argued, Madison Avenue has perverte the
feminist message into the threatening image of the sexually anc
nomically liberated woman. The result is a shift ‘toward
rapaciousness that has always mixed unstably with sentimental xal
tion and concern. Rape has emerged more clearly into the sex
main, a crime against women most often committed by me
own race rather than a right of the powerful over wome,n_.o'_f as
nate group or a blow by black men against white women's posse
It should be emphasized, however, that the connection:b
feminism and the upsurge of rape lies not so much in wo
but in their assertion of rights within a context of economic vulne
ity and relative powerlessness. In a perceptive article publish:
1901, Jane Addams traced lynching in part to “the feeling of t
slave owner to his former slave, whom he is now bidden to-regare
his fellow citizen.”™ Blacks in the post-Reconstruction era wex bl
express will and individuality, to wrest from their former - mas
tain concessions and build for themselves supporting institution
they lacked the resources to protect themselves from economi
tation and mob violence. Similarly, contemporary feminist effo
not yet succeeded in overcoming women'’s isolation, their
"and emotional dependence on men, their cultural training to
mission. There are few restraints against sexual aggression, since
90 percent of rapes go unreported, 50 percent of assailants i
reported are never caught, and seven out of ten prosecution
- acquittal, ® Provoked by the commercialization of sex, cutlopse |
- traditional community restraints, and “bidden to regard as his fe
citizen” a female being whose subordination has deep ro
- psyches of both sexes, men turn with impunity to the use of sex
- -a means of asserting dominance and control. Such fear and
- condoned when channeled into right-wing attacks on WOmen's
“a share in public power and control over their bodies, Inevitably th
also find expression in less acceptable behavior. Rape, like
“flourishes in an atmosphere in which official policies toward mi
of a subordinate group give individuals tacit permission :to: hu
majm. :

Tn 1972 Anne Braden, a southern white wornan and long-
ist-in civil rights struggles, expressed her fear that the.n
ovement might find itself “objectively on the side of the
onary social forces” unless it heeded a lesson from history
hiet “entitled Open Letter to Southern White’ Wome
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alated in regional women’s liberation circles at the time—she
ed anti-rape activists to remember the long pattern of racist
pulation of rape fears. She called on white women, “for their own
eration, to refuse any longer to be used, to act in the tradition of
Danicl Ames and the white women who fought in an earlier
d'to end lynching,” and she went on to discuss her own politiciza-
through left-led protests against the prosecution of black men on
pe charges. Four years later, she joined the chorus of black
hist criticism of Against Our Will, seeing Brownmiller’'s book as a
tion of her worst fears.*
nce this confrontation between the Old Left and the New, be-
n'a white woman who placed herself in a southern tradition of
mist-anti-racism and a radical feminist from the North, a black
en’s movement has emerged, bringing its own perspectives to
White activists at the earliest “speakouts” had acknowledged “the
mage of black men as rapists,” pointed out the large number of
¢ women among assault victims, and debated the contradictions '
Ived in looking for solutions to a race and class-biased court sys-
; ut not until black women had developed their own autonomous
rganizations and strategies were true alliances possible across racial

tiking example of this development is the Washington, D.C.,
Crisis Center. One of the first and largest such groups in the
; the center has evolved from a primarily white self-help proj-
t 10 an aggressive interracial organization with a multifaceted pro-
m of support services, advocacy, and community education. In a
th an 80 percent black population and more than four times as
any women as men, the center has recruited black leadership by
ling its resources into staff salaries and steering clear of the
‘of middle-class voluntarism on the one hand and professional-
the other. It has challenged the perception of the anti-rape
ent as a “white woman’s thing” by stressing not only rape’s
ting effect on women but also its impact on social relations in
black community. Just as racism undermined working-class unity
lynching sometimes pitted poor whites against blacks, sexual ag-
sion now divides the black community against itself. In a society
déﬁnes-manhood in terms of power and possessions, black men are
| the resources to fulfill their expected roles. Inevitably, they
ydomination of women, the one means of manhood within their
1. From consciousness-raising groups for convicted rapists to an
ive educational campaign funded by the city’s public school sys-
nd aimed at both boys and girls from elementary through high
; the center has tried to alter the cultural plan for both sexes that
¢ men potential rapists and women potential victims. &
the anti-rape movement broadens to include Third World
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women, analogies between lynching and rape and the.m
women like Ida B. Wells and Jessie Danjel Ames may become it
ingly useful. Neither lynching nor rape is the “aberrant behay}_q
lunatic fringe.”® Rather, both grow out of everyday modes of in!
tion. The view of women as objects to be possessed, cdn_qqered
defiled fueled racial hostility; conversely, racism has continuec i
tort and confuse the struggle against sexual violence: Black 1

ceive harsher punishment for raping white women, black rape Vic
are especially demeaned and ignored, and, until recent_ly',.th_e;dlﬁ‘e
historical experience of black and white womex has hmd_g_;
from making common cause. Taking a cue fmm_the women
lynching campaign of the 1930s as well as from the innovative

Plack feminists, the anti-rape movement must not limit i_t_s_'elf"t tra
d rape or depending on imprisonment’

ing women {0 avol . v s
rent, but must aim its attention at changing the bhehavior an

of men. Mindful of the historical connection between rape @
ing, it must make clear its stand against all uses of violence.

sion.
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