TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING

TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING REFERS TO A TRAGIC AND VIOLENT CHAPTER IN AMERICAN HISTORY MARKED BY
EXTRAJUDICIAL KILLINGS THAT OFTEN TOOK PLACE IN OR AROUND COURTHOUSES ACROSS TENNESSEE. THESE LYNCHINGS WERE
MANIFESTATIONS OF RACIAL TERROR, SOCIAL CONTROL, AND THE FAILURE OF THE LEGAL SYSTEM TO PROTECT AFRICAN
AMERICANS AND OTHER MARGINALIZED GROUPS. HISTORICALLY, COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE WERE PUBLIC
SPECTACLES THAT EXPOSED THE DEEP-ROOTED RACISM AND INJUSTICE PREVALENT DURING THE LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH
CENTURIES. THIS ARTICLE EXPLORES THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT, NOTABLE CASES, LEGAL IMPLICATIONS, AND THE LASTING
IMPACT OF THESE ACTS OF RACIAL VIOLENCE. ADDITIONALLY/ IT EXAMINES RESPONSES TO THE LYNCHINGS AND EFFORTS
TOWARD RECONCILIATION AND REMEMBRANCE IN T ENNESSEE. UNDERSTANDING THE PHENOMENON OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHING IS
ESSENTIAL TO COMPREHENDING BROADER ISSUES OF RACIAL VIOLENCE AND JUSTICE IN THE AMERICAN SOUTH. THE FOLLOWING
SECTIONS PROVIDE A DETAILED OVERVIEW OF THIS GRIM ASPECT OF TENNESSEE’S HISTORY.

HisToricAL CONTEXT oF TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE L YNCHINGS

NoTABLE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE L YNCHING CASES

LEGAL AND SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS
® RESPONSES AND RESISTANCE

® | EGACY AND REMEMBRANCE

HisToriCcAL CONTEXT OF TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE L YNCHINGS

THE PHENOMENON OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHING IN TENNESSEE MUST BE UNDERSTOOD WITHIN THE BROADER HISTORICAL
FRAMEWORK OF POST-RECONSTRUCTION AMERICA, WHERE RACIAL TENSIONS WERE EXTREMELY HIGH. AFTER THE CIvIL W/ AR AND
THE ABOLITION OF SLAVERY, SOUTHERN STATES INCLUDING T ENNESSEE FACED SIGNIFICANT SOCIAL UPHEAVAL. WHITE
SUPREMACIST GROUPS SOUGHT TO MAINTAIN RACIAL HIERARCHY THROUGH VIOLENCE AND INTIMIDATION, OFTEN TARGETING
AFRICAN AMERICANS WHO CHALLENGED THE STATUS QUO. COURTHOUSES, AS CENTERS OF LEGAL AUTHORITY, IRONICALLY
BECAME SITES WHERE MOB JUSTICE FREQUENTLY SUPPLANTED LAWFUL PROCEDURES.

ORrIGINS AND CAUSES

COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE WERE PRIMARILY DRIVEN BY RACIAL ANIMUS AND THE DESIRE TO UNDERMINE AFRICAN
AMERICAN CIVIL RIGHTS. THE FAILURE OF LAW ENFORCEMENT AND JUDICIAL SYSTEMS TO PROTECT BLACK DEFENDANTS OR
WITNESSES CREATED AN ENVIRONMENT IN WHICH MOBS FELT EMPOWERED TO TAKE THE LAW INTO THEIR OWN HANDS. THESE
LYNCHINGS WERE OFTEN JUSTIFIED UNDER THE PRETENSE OF PUNISHING ALLEGED CRIMES, BUT THEY WERE MORE ACCURATELY ACTS
OF TERROR DESIGNED TO REINFORCE WHITE DOMINANCE.

CoMMON PATTERNS AND PRACTICES

L YNCH MOBS TYPICALLY GATHERED OUTSIDE COURTHOUSES DURING TRIALS OR IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING ARRESTS. THE
PROCESS OFTEN INVOLVED FORCIBLY REMOVING THE ACCUSED FROM LEGAL CUSTODY, FOLLOWED BY EXECUTION WITHOUT
TRIAL. THE BRUTALITY OF THESE ACTS WAS FREQUENTLY PUBLIC AND CEREMONIAL, INVOLVING MUTILATION, HANGING, OR
SHOOTING. THESE EVENTS ATTRACTED LARGE CROWDS AND WERE SOMETIMES EVEN PHOTOGRAPHED OR REPORTED IN
NEWSPAPERS AS WARNINGS TO AFRICAN AMERICANS AND OTHERS.



NoTABLE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING CASES

TENNESSEE WITNESSED SEVERAL HIGH-PROFILE COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS, WHICH EXEMPLIFY THE BROADER PATTERNS OF RACIAL
VIOLENCE IN THE STATE. THESE CASES HAVE BEEN DOCUMENTED EXTENSIVELY BY HISTORIANS AND CIVIL RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS,
SERVING AS STARK REMINDERS OF THE STATE'S TROUBLED PAST.

THe LYNCHING oF HENRY CHoATE (1905)

ONE OF THE MOST INFAMOUS COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE WAS THAT OF HENRY CHOATE IN 1905. CHOATE, AN
AFRICAN AMERICAN MAN ACCUSED OF MURDER, WAS TAKEN FROM THE COURTHOUSE IN MADISON COUNTY BY A MOB AND
HANGED WITHOUT TRIAL. THE EVENT WAS WIDELY REPORTED, AND DESPITE CLEAR EVIDENCE OF MOB VIOLENCE, NO ONE WAS
HELD ACCOUNTABLE. THIS LYNCHING UNDERSCORED THE IMPOTENCE OF THE LEGAL SYSTEM IN PROTECTING BLACK CITIZENS.

THE LYNCHING OF Eb JoHnson (1906)

ED JOHNSON’S LYNCHING NEAR THE HAMILTON COUNTY COURTHOUSE STANDS OUT DUE TO ITS NATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE.
JOHNSON, AN AFRICAN AMERICAN MAN CONVICTED OF ASSAULT, WAS FORCIBLY REMOVED FROM JAIL BY A MOB AND LYNCHED.
THe cASE REACHED THE UNITED STATES SUPREME COURT, WHICH GRANTED A STAY OF EXECUTION, BUT THE MOB PROCEEDED
REGARDLESS. THIS LYNCHING HIGHLIGHTED THE TENSION BETWEEN LOCAL RACIAL VIOLENCE AND FEDERAL ATTEMPTS TO ENFORCE
JUSTICE.

OTHER DocuMenTeD CASES

BEYOND THESE PROMINENT CASES, NUMEROUS LESSER-KNOWN COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS OCCURRED THROUGHOUT TENNESSEE.
MANY VICTIMS WERE ACCUSED OF CRIMES WITHOUT CREDIBLE EVIDENCE, AND THEIR EXECUTIONS WERE EXTRAJUDICIAL ACTS
PERPETRATED BY MOBS INTENT ON RACIAL DOMINATION.

LEGAL AND SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS

THE PERSISTENCE OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE REVEALS SIGNIFICANT FAILURES IN THE LEGAL SYSTEM AND BROADER
SOCIETY DURING THIS ERA. THESE ATROCITIES HAD PROFOUND LEGAL AND SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES THAT EXTENDED FAR BEYOND
THE IMMEDIATE VICTIMS.

FAILURE OF THE JUSTICE SYSTEM

COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS REFLECTED A BREAKDOWN IN THE RULE OF LAW WHERE LOCAL AUTHORITIES EITHER CONDONED OR
\WERE POWERLESS TO PREVENT MOBR VIOLENCE. L AW ENFORCEMENT OFTEN FAILED TO PROTECT PRISONERS OR INVESTIGATE
LYNCHINGS ADEQUATELY. THIS FAILURE PERPETUATED A CULTURE OF IMPUNITY FOR PERPETRATORS AND REINFORCED SYSTEMIC
RACISM WITHIN THE JUDICIAL PROCESS.

IMPACT ON AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES



THE THREAT OF LYNCHING SERVED AS A TOOL OF TERROR, SUPPRESSING AFRICAN AMERICAN CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND CIVIL
RIGHTS. COMMUNITIES LIVED UNDER CONSTANT FEAR, WHICH AFFECTED VOTING RIGHTS, ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES, AND SOCIAL
MOBILITY. THE TRAUMATIC LEGACY OF THESE LYNCHINGS CONTRIBUTED TO THE GREAT MIGRATION, AS MANY AFRICAN
AMERICANS FLED THE SOUTH SEEKING SAFETY AND EQUALITY.

LEGISLATIVE RESPONSES

EFFORTS TO CURB LYNCHING THROUGH LEGISLATION WERE INITIALLY WEAK AND MET WITH RESISTANCE. TENNESSEE/ LIKE MANY
SOUTHERN STATES, WAS SLOW TO ENACT ANTI-LYNCHING LAWS OR PROSECUTE OFFENDERS. OvVER TIME, HOWEVER, INCREASED
ACTIVISM AND FEDERAL PRESSURE LED TO STRONGER LEGAL PROTECTIONS AGAINST MOB VIOLENCE, THOUGH FULL JUSTICE
REMAINED ELUSIVE FOR DECADES.

ReESPONSES AND RESISTANCE

DESPITE THE OVERWHELMING VIOLENCE, THERE WERE NOTABLE INSTANCES OF RESISTANCE AND EFFORTS TO COMBAT THE
SCOURGE OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS IN T ENNESSEE.

CoMMUNITY AND CiviL RIGHTS ACTIVISM

AFRICAN AMERICAN LEADERS, ORGANIZATIONS SUCH AS THE NAACP/ AND SOME WHITE ALLIES WORKED TIRELESSLY TO RAISE
AW ARENESS AND CHALLENGE LYNCHING CULTURE. THEY DOCUMENTED ABUSES, LOBBIED FOR LEGAL REFORMS, AND SOUGHT
FEDERAL INTERVENTION TO PROTECT BLACK CITIZENS FROM MOB VIOLENCE AT COURTHOUSES AND BEYOND.

LeGAL CHALLENGES AND FEDERAL INTERVENTION

THE ED JOHNSON CASE EXEMPLIFIES THE ROLE OF FEDERAL COURTS IN ADDRESSING LYNCHING. THE UNITED STATES SUPREME
COURT’S INVOLVEMENT MARKED ONE OF THE EARLIEST INSTANCES OF FEDERAL JUDICIAL AUTHORITY INTERVENING IN STATE-LEVEL
RACIAL VIOLENCE, SETTING A PRECEDENT FOR FUTURE CIVIL RIGHTS LITIGATION.

RoLE oF THE PRrEess

NEWSPAPERS AND JOURNALISTS EXPOSED THE BRUTALITY OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS, SOMETIMES PROVOKING PUBLIC
OUTRAGE AND CALLS FOR JUSTICE. HO\X/EVER/ OTHER MEDIA OUTLETS PERPETUATED RACIST STEREOTYPES THAT FUELED MOB
MENTALITY, DEMONSTRATING THE COMPLEX ROLE OF THE PRESS DURING THIS PERIOD.

LEGACY AND REMEMBRANCE

THE LEGACY OF TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS REMAINS A CRITICAL SUBJECT FOR HISTORICAL RECKONING AND SOCIAL
JUSTICE TODAY. EFFORTS TO ACKNOWLEDGE AND MEMORIALIZE THIS DARK HISTORY CONTINUE TO EVOLVE ACROSS THE STATE.



MEeMORIALS AND HisTORICAL MARKERS

SEVERAL COMMUNITIES IN TENNESSEE HAVE ESTABLISHED MEMORIALS AND HISTORICAL MARKERS TO HONOR LYNCHING VICTIMS
AND EDUCATE THE PUBLIC. THESE SITES SERVE AS PLACES OF REFLECTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF PAST INJUSTICES,
CONTRIBUTING TO ONGOING CONVERSATIONS ABOUT RACE AND RECONCILIATION.

EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES

SCHOOLS, UNIVERSITIES, AND CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS HAVE INCORPORATED THE HISTORY OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS INTO
CURRICULA AND PUBLIC PROGRAMMING. THESE EDUCATIONAL EFFORTS AIM TO FOSTER UNDERSTANDING OF SYSTEMIC RACISM’S
ROOTS AND PROMOTE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT TO PREVENT FUTURE INJUSTICES.

CoNTINUED CHALLENGES

DesPITE PROGRESS, THE IMPACT OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS ENDURES IN CONTEMPORARY RACIAL DISPARITIES AND TENSIONS.
ADDRESSING THIS LEGACY REQUIRES ONGOING COMMITMENT TO TRUTH-TELLING, REPARATIVE JUSTICE, AND SOCIETAL CHANGE.

® HISTORICAL CONTEXT ROOTED IN POST-RECONSTRUCTION RACIAL TENSIONS
e NOTABLE CASES ILLUSTRATING MOB VIOLENCE AND LEGAL FAILURES

® | EGAL SYSTEM’S INABILITY TO PREVENT OR PUNISH LYNCHINGS

e COMMUNITY RESISTANCE, ACTIVISM, AND FEDERAL JUDICIAL INTERVENTION

MODERN REMEMBRANCE THROUGH MEMORIALS AND EDUCATION

FREQUENTLY ASkeD QUESTIONS

WHAT WAS THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING OF 1927°

THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING OF 1927 REFERS TO THE BRUTAL MOB KILLING OF A BLACK MAN NAMED HENRY CHOATE

IN PARIS, TENNESSEE/ WHO WAS TAKEN FROM A COURTHOUSE BY A WHITE MOB AND LYNCHED WITHOUT TRIAL.

WHY IS THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING HISTORICALLY SIGNIFICANT?

THE LYNCHING IS HISTORICALLY SIGNIFICANT BECAUSE IT EXEMPLIFIES THE RACIAL VIOLENCE AND INJUSTICE PREVALENT IN THEJIM
Crow SOUTH/ HIGHLIGHTING THE FAILURE OF THE LEGAL SYSTEM TO PROTECT BLACK CITIZENS AND THE WIDESPREAD USE OF
EXTRAJUDICIAL KILLINGS TO ENFORCE WHITE SUPREMACY.

How DID THE COMMUNITY AND AUTHORITIES RESPOND TO THE | ENNESSEE COURTHOUSE
LYNCHING?

AUTHORITIES OFTEN FAILED TO PROSECUTE PERPETRATORS OF LYNCHING, AND LOCAL COMMUNITIES FREQUENTLY EITHER
SUPPORTED OR REMAINED SILENT ABOUT SUCH ACTS. IN MANY CASES, INCLUDING THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE LYNCHING, THERE
WAS LITTLE TO NO ACCOUNTABILITY FOR THE MOB VIOLENCE.



ARE THERE ANY MEMORIALS OR EFFORTS TO REMEMBER VICTIMS OF COURTHOUSE
LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE?

YES, IN RECENT YEARS, EFFORTS BY ORGANIZATIONS SUCH AS THE EQUALJUSTICE INITIATIVE HAVE SOUGHT TO MEMORIALIZE
VICTIMS OF LYNCHING IN TENNESSEE AND ACROSS THE SOUTH THROUGH THE INSTALLATION OF HISTORICAL MARKERS,
MEMORIALS, AND EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS TO ACKNOWLEDGE AND CONFRONT THIS DARK CHAPTER OF HISTORY.

\WHAT IMPACT DID LYNCHINGS LIKE THE ONE AT THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE HAVE ON
CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENTS?

L YNCHINGS GALVANIZED CIVIL RIGHTS ACTIVISTS AND ORGANIZATIONS BY EXPOSING THE BRUTAL REALITIES OF RACIAL
INJUSTICE, FUELING EFFORTS TO ACHIEVE LEGAL PROTECTIONS, VOTING RIGHTS, AND SOCIAL EQUALITY FOR AFRICAN
AMERICANS THROUGHOUT THE 20TH CENTURY AND BEYOND.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

1. DEATH IN THE COURTHOUSE: L YNCHING IN TENNESSEE'S PUBLIC SPACES

THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE GRIM HISTORY OF LYNCHING IN TENNESSEE COURTHOUSES DURING THE LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH
CENTURIES. THROUGH DETAILED CASE STUDIES, IT EXAMINES HOW RACIAL VIOLENCE WAS OFTEN CARRIED OUT WITH IMPUNITY IN
THESE PUBLIC SETTINGS. THE AUTHOR HIGHLIGHTS THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL DYNAMICS THAT ALLOWED SUCH ACTS TO
OCCUR AND THEIR LASTING IMPACT ON LOCAL COMMUNITIES.

2. JUSTICE DENIED: THE STORY OF TENNESSEE'S COURTHOUSE L YNCHINGS

FOCUSING ON THE FAILURES OF THE LEGAL SYSTEM, THIS WORK DOCUMENTS SEVERAL NOTORIOUS LYNCHING INCIDENTS IN
TENNESSEE COURTHOUSES. |IT PROVIDES A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF HOW LAW ENFORCEMENT AND JUDICIAL AUTHORITIES EITHER
ENABLED OR FAILED TO PREVENT THESE ACTS. THE NARRATIVE SHEDS LIGHT ON THE VICTIMS' STORIES AND THE BROADER
IMPLICATIONS FOR CIVIL RIGHTS IN THE REGION.

3. BLooD ON THE BENCH: L YNCHING AND L AWILESSNESS IN TENNESSEE

THIS BOOK DELVES INTO THE INTERSECTION OF RACIAL TERROR AND LEGAL INSTITUTIONS IN TENNESSEE, CHRONICLING EVENTS
\WHERE MOB VIOLENCE OVERTOOK COURTHOUSE PROCEEDINGS. |T CONTEXTUALIZES THESE LYNCHINGS WITHIN THE POST-
RECONSTRUCTION ERA, ILLUSTRATING HOW COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS WERE SYMBOLIC ACTS MEANT TO ENFORCE WHITE
SUPREMACY. THE AUTHOR USES ARCHIVAL RECORDS TO RECONSTRUCT THESE TRAGIC EPISODES.

4. CoUrRTHOUSE L YNCHINGS: A DARk CHAPTER IN TENNESSEE HISTORY

AN INVESTIGATIVE HISTORY THAT UNCOVERS THE CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING LYNCHINGS THAT OCCURRED ON COURTHOUSE
GROUNDS ACROSS TENNESSEE. THE BOOK COMBINES HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS, EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS, AND NEWSPAPER
REPORTS TO PAINT A COMPREHENSIVE PICTURE OF THIS VIOLENT PRACTICE. |T ALSO DISCUSSES THE LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES
FOR RACE RELATIONS IN THE STATE.

5. Moe RULE AND THE TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE: L YNCHING IN THE PUBLIC EYE

THIS TITLE EXAMINES HOW LYNCH MOBS IN T ENNESSEE USED COURTHOUSE SETTINGS AS STAGES FOR RACIAL VIOLENCE,
REINFORCING SOCIAL HIERARCHIES THROUGH TERROR. |T ANALYZES THE CULTURAL AND POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT THAT FOSTERED
SUCH PUBLIC SPECTACLES. THE BOOK OFFERS INSIGHT INTO HOW THESE LYNCHINGS WERE BOTH A FORM OF EXTRAJUDICIAL
PUNISHMENT AND A MEANS OF COMMUNITY CONTROL.

6. HANGING JUSTICE: THE L YNCHINGS OF TENNESSEE COURTHOUSE STEPS

FOCUSING ON SEVERAL DOCUMENTED CASES, THIS BOOK TELLS THE STORIES OF INDIVIDUALS WHO WERE LYNCHED AT OR NEAR
TENNESSEE COURTHOUSES. |T EXPLORES THE LEGAL VOIDS AND SOCIETAL ATTITUDES THAT ALLOWED THESE EXECUTIONS
WITHOUT DUE PROCESS. THE WORK ALSO REFLECTS ON THE EFFORTS TO MEMORIALIZE VICTIMS AND RECONCILE WITH THIS
VIOLENT HISTORY.

7. SiLenT WiTNESSES: TENNESSEE COURTHOUSES AND THE LEGACY OF L YNCHING

THIS BOOK INVESTIGATES THE ROLE OF T ENNESSEE COURTHOUSES AS SITES OF RACIAL VIOLENCE AND HOW THESE EVENTS HAVE
BEEN REMEMBERED OR FORGOTTEN OVER TIME. |T COMBINES HISTORICAL RESEARCH WITH CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES TO
UNDERSTAND THE LEGACY OF COURTHOUSE LYNCHINGS. THE AUTHOR DISCUSSES INITIATIVES AIMED AT ACKNOWLEDGING AND



ADDRESSING THIS PAINFUL PAST.

8. L YNCHING IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE: Tennessee’s COURTHOUSE ATROCITIES

THIS COMPREHENSIVE STUDY DOCUMENTS NUMEROUS LYNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE'S PUBLIC SQUARES AND COURTHOUSES,
HIGHLIGHTING THE BRUTALITY AND PUBLIC NATURE OF THESE CRIMES. IT SITUATES THESE ACTS WITHIN THE BROADER CONTEXT
OF RACIAL TERROR IN THE AMERICAN SOUTH. THE BOOK EMPHASIZES THE IMPORTANCE OF CONFRONTING THESE HISTORIES TO
PROMOTE JUSTICE AND HEALING.

9. CHAINS OF INUSTICE: RACE, LAW, AND L YNCHINGS IN TENNESSEE COURTHOUSES

THIS SCHOLARLY WORK EXAMINES HOW LEGAL SYSTEMS IN TENNESSEE WERE COMPLICIT IN OR POWERLESS AGAINST LYNCHING
VIOLENCE AT COURTHOUSES. THE AUTHOR INVESTIGATES THE RACIAL AND POLITICAL STRUCTURES THAT PERPETUATED
INJUSTICE AND TERROR. THE BOOK ALSO DISCUSSES THE STRUGGLE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS AND LEGAL REFORMS IN THE AFTERMATH OF
THESE VIOLENT EPISODES.
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