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Abst ract  

 

 

Data on lynchings have increasingly been employed in economics research.  Historical lynching 

data sets are difficult  to use due to measurement  error, part icularly with respect  to the race or  

ethnicity of the vict im.  This paper summarizes recent  researchers’ efforts to correct  and extend 

data related to race and ethnicity of lynching vict ims, especially with respect  to unpacking the 

“ white”  category.  A systemat ic examinat ion of t he revised data reveals that  historical data sets 

overest imate the share of whites among lynching vict ims and underest imate the share of 

Chinese, Hispanic, and Nat ive American vict ims by nearly 50 percent .   
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Violence is a regular feature of many societ ies and economies around the world.  In recent  

years, interest  in violence and economic outcomes has risen among economists and other 

researchers.   M iguel, Satyanath, and Sergent i (2004) use an inst rumental-variables approach to 

show that  shocks to economic growth in Africa are correlated with civil conflict  in Africa 

between 1981 and 1999.   M any others find or assume the opposite relat ion.  Abadie and 

Gardeazabal (2003) use GDP and stock-performance data to test  the effects of domest ic 

terrorism on economic growth in the Basque region.  They f ind that  terrorist  act ivit ies reduce 

economic performance by 10 percent .  The findings in Collins and M argo (2004) suggest  that  

the riots of the 1960’s lowered the value of commercial and resident ial property. Ferguson 

(2006) examines the relat ion between the concent rat ion of violence in Cent ral and Eastern 

Europe, M anchuria, and Korea and economic volat ilit y, among other factors, in the 20
t h

 

century.   

 

Data on lynchings, an ext reme form of violence, are increasingly being used to explain a variety 

of outcomes.  For some t ime, researchers have analyzed the causal relat ion between labor-

market  compet it ion between blacks and whites and lynchings, e.g., Raper (1933), Hovland and 

Sears (1940), Tolnay and Beck (1995).  This literature finds an inverse relat ion between cot ton 

prices, and therefore compet it ion for jobs in agriculture, and black lynchings.  The more recent  

research f inds that  this relat ion breaks down beginning in the early 20
th

 century.  Fryer and 

Levit t  (2007) use lynching data to study the effects of Ku Klux Klan act ivity.  Carden (2006) 

interprets the presence of lynching as a signal of insecure property rights and an explanat ion 

for the relat ive underdevelopment  of the postbellum South.  Using data on patent  act ivity, 
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Cook (2011a) finds a relat ion between reduced economic act ivity, as measured by patents, and 

lynchings, riots, and segregat ion laws.   

 

But  the quest ion of direct ion of causality between violence and economic outcomes remains 

unset t led in the empirical literature.  While a number of these papers have attempted to use 

historical lynching data sets for this purpose, it  is widely acknowledged that  there are 

shortcomings in these data, including various types of misclassificat ion and misident ificat ion.  

Building on Cook (2011b), this paper’s cont ribut ion is to summarize recent  efforts to address 

measurement  error in lynching data, especially related to racial classif icat ion.  While it  remains 

the case that  most  vict ims were African American and most  lynchings were in the South, the 

aggregat ion of all non-blacks into the “ white”  category masks significant  racial and ethnic 

heterogeneity across the United States and part icularly in the Southwest .  From an examinat ion 

of revised data sets that  include the state of California, I find that  roughly half of “ white”  

lynching vict ims were in fact  Chinese, Hispanic, and Nat ive American.  When account ing for 

mixed-race vict ims and those of unknown racial and ethnic origin, the share of black vict ims 

also declines relat ive their share in the historical NAACP data set.  Coefficients on lynching-

related explanatory variables for whites ext racted from the historical series would be larger 

than ant icipated for individuals who were actually white. M ore important ly, due to 

measurement  error, the lynching variable may be correlated with the error term, and OLS 

est imators would be biased and inconsistent .  Future empirical research would benefit  from 

minimizat ion of measurement  error with more careful assignment  of all vict ims’ characterist ics, 

including race and ethnicity.   
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Historical Lynching Data Sets 

 

It  is worth defining lynchings before proceeding.  While the definit ion of lynching can vary, the 

Nat ional Associat ion for the Advancement  of Colored People’s (NAACP’s) standard is the one 

that  is widely accepted and is used in this paper. It  requires that  four condit ions obtain: (1) 

there must  be evidence that  a person was killed; (2) the person must  have met  death illegally; 

(3) a group of three or more persons must  have part icipated in the killing (to rule out  personal 

vendet tas, etc.); and (4) the group must  have acted under the pretext of protect ing just ice or 

t radit ion.
1
 

 

A number of these data sets are historical. Data on lynchings were taken largely from 

newspapers.  The best known historical data sets were created by the Chicago Tribune, 

Tuskegee University, and the NAACP (see Table 1).
2
 

 

The Chicago Tribune started collect ing and publishing annual data on lynching vict ims in 1883. 

The Tribune data have served as the basis for a number of well-known works, including those of 

Ida Wells-Barnet t , the ant i-lynching advocate and founding member of the NAACP, in which she 

                                                             
1
 The NAACP definit ion, while widely used in the current  literature, evolved over t ime. In NAACP (1919), the 

definit ion of a lynching victim was a person “ killed by a lynch mob”  (p. 7). The fuller definit ion cited above was 

adopted nearly three decades later, which suggests that  earlier lynchings reported by the NAACP may not have 

conformed to the later definit ion. 
2
 M uch of this discussion on the general comparison of historical and current  lynching data sets is borrowed from 

Cook (2011b). 
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makes some of the earliest  at tempts to explain the causes of lynching by examining the 

empirical record.
3
  Tuskegee University began collect ing lynching data in 1892.  This data set  

goes from 1882 to 1968.
4
  The NAACP started collect ing lynching data in 1912. The NAACP data, 

which are for the years 1889 to 1918, are compiled in Thirty Years of Lynching in the United 

States, 1889–1918 and cont inued keeping records on lynching in annual reports through at  

least  1955. 

 

The lists of vict ims in these data sets contain the vict im’s name, race (black or white), date and 

locat ion of lynching, and alleged offense.  In recent  years, these data have been shown to be 

flawed.  Errors ident if ied include vict im misident ificat ion, erroneous report ing of the locat ion, 

and misclassif icat ion of lynching, i.e., the standard definit ion of lynching was not  met .
5
  

 

An important  problem that  has received at tent ion in the literature recent ly is that  the racial 

classificat ion in the Tribune, NAACP, and Tuskegee data series is largely dichotomous, and 

vict ims are categorized as either black or white. The fact  that  non-black vict ims of Chinese, 

Hispanic, Italian, Nat ive American, and others of dist inct  ancest ry are ident ified as “ white”  is 

especially problemat ic.  This would be part icularly pronounced in Western and Southwestern 

states where such populat ions were larger.
6
   Carrigan and Webb (2003) find that  mobs lynched 

nearly 600 people of M exican descent  between 1848 and 1928, which would represent  almost  

                                                             
3
 See for example, Wells-Barnet t [1892] (1969). 

4
 The Tuskegee data are also contained in the Historical Statist ics of the United States, i.e., Carter (2006a). 

5
 When reviewing a combined list  of the Tribune, NAACP, and Tuskegee data for southern states, Tolnay and Beck 

(1995) find that  roughly 17 percent  of events identif ied as lynchings do not  meet  the modern criteria. 
6
 Cut ler [1905] (1969) separates out  “Others,”  which includes people of M exican origin, Nat ive Americans, and 

foreigners in some of the Tribune data. While a small number of Jews are known to have been lynched, e.g., Leo 

Frank in Georgia, religion is not recorded in any national data set . 
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half of all white lynchings recorded in the Tuskegee data.  The mot ives for lynching such people 

would be more heterogeneous than if t hey were in fact  white Americans. It  is often suggested 

in the literature that  lynchings in the West  were “ front ier just ice”  and that  such execut ions 

would have been legal if the inst itut ions were developed enough to carry them out , e.g., Pfeifer  

(2004).  Further, most  white lynchings are considered consistent  with “ front ier just ice,”  having 

occurred following a simulated or real judicial procedure.  Nonetheless, Carrigan and Webb 

(2003) observe that  the lynchings of people of M exican descent  were closer in character to 

lynchings of African Americans, since the execut ions occurred short ly after vict ims were 

accused of crimes rather than follow ing a t rial.  They also observe points of divergence from 

African American lynchings, such as use of guns for execut ion instead of nooses and the 

composit ion of crimes allegedly carried out  by the vict ims.   

 

Even in the rare case when a third racial category was allowed, the classificat ion is st ill 

imprecise.  Cut ler [1905] (1969) separates out  “ Others,”  which includes people of M exican 

origin, Nat ive Americans, and foreigners in some of the Tribune data. Within this catch-all group 

it  is reasonable to expect  significant  heterogeneit y with respect to lynching mot ives.  Foreigners 

were more likely to be accused of and lynched for st rike-breaking than other racial and ethnic 

groups.
7
   

 

Since detailed data are not  available on white lynchings outside the South, there is no means of 

systemat ically separat ing whites from non-whites in the white lynching data.  Analysis using 

                                                             
7
 Author’s calculat ions from Project  HAL data.   
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these historical series that  involve race or ethnicit y and use lynching data on vict ims reported to 

be white require ext ra caut ion in est imat ion and in interpretat ion. 

 

Contemporary Data Sets 

 

Recent  efforts have attempted to address shortcomings of the historical lynching data sets. 

Tolnay and Beck (1995) carefully analyzed the Tribune, NAACP, and Tuskegee data for states in 

the South, i.e., Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, M ississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee.
8
 Newspaper stories were used to evaluate each case 

in the combined list  and to add cases previously unreported in the data. There are 2,805 

observat ions of confirmed lynching vict ims in the result ing data set .
9
 

 

A number of researchers have extended the task of improving the quality and scope of  

historical lynching data to other states.  In doing so, they have generally made the data on race, 

ethnicity, and nat ional origin more precise.
10

  Pfeifer (2004) reviews and collects lynching data 

from various regions of the U.S., i.e., on Alaska, California, Iowa, Louisiana, New York, 

Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. He verifies and updates data using court  records, local 

newspapers, and other primary sources.   

 

                                                             
8
 The Beck and Tolnay 1997 inventory, which is the basis for but  released after Tolnay and Beck (1995), was 

provided to the author. 
9
 The Project HAL database is a digit ized version of the data underlying Tolnay and Beck (1995). 

10
 Bailey, Beck, and Tolnay (2011) use the Beck and Tolnay 1997 inventory to match lynching victims to census 

data, which would also provide more detailed information on race and ethnicity. 
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Gonzalez-Day (2006) examines lynchings in California from 1850 to 1935 and offers to date the 

most  extensive correct ions to and informat ion on racial and nat ional-origin classificat ions of 

lynching vict ims in the Tuskegee data.  For whites of European origin, he ident ifies count ry of 

origin and, if the vict im’s birthplace is the U.S., he ident if ies the state of birth of the vict im.  

Foreigners of European descent  – Canadians, Aust ralians, and Europeans – const ituted 23 

percent  of whites lynched.   Lat inos const ituted 38 percent  of total lynching vict ims in these 

data.
11

   

 

Similarly, in Carrigan’s and Webb’s (2003) effort  to ident ify people of M exican descent  who 

were lynched in the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries, they find that , of 36 people reported lynched in 

New M exico between 1882 and 1968 in the Tuskegee data, 9 of 33 reported as “ white”  were of 

M exican descent , and one was Nat ive American.
12

   

 

California Comparison 

 

To illust rate the dif ferences between historical and contemporary racial composit ion of 

lynching data sets, I use data on the state of California from NAACP (1919), Pfeifer (2004), and 

Gonzalez-Day (2006).  Figures 1 to 3 display the racial dif ferences recorded for California in the 

NAACP historical data set  and in the revised data from Pfeifer (2004) and Gonzalez-Day 

                                                             
11

 Author’s calculat ions.  Among the Europeans, Italians were the largest  group of lynching victims. 
12

 Gonzalez-Day (2006), p. 38. Using accounts from diplomat ic correspondence, English- and Spanish-language 

newspapers, and other primary sources, in total, they find that  597 people of Mexican descent  were lynched in 13 

states between 1848 and 1928. 
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(2006).
13

  The NAACP data in Figure 1 report  that , between 1889 and 1908, 92 percent  of 

lynching vict ims were “ white,”  and eight  percent  were African American.  In cont rast , data from 

Pfeifer (2004) show that , between 1890 and 1908, 42 percent  of vict ims were white, 13 percent  

were Lat ino, 21 percent  were Nat ive American, eight  percent  were Chinese, eight  percent  were 

mixed race, and four percent  were African American.  For the years 1850 to 1935, from the 

Gonzales-Day (2006) data I calculate that  34 percent  were of European descent , 38 percent  

were Lat ino, 12 percent  were Nat ive American, eight  percent  were Chinese, six percent  were of  

unknown racial and ethnic origin, and two percent  were African American.  Although the 

comparison is not  exact , the lat ter two data sets are closer in racial and ethnic composit ion 

than they are to the NAACP data. 

 

The new data sets and similar efforts make it  possible to credibly incorporate race, ethnicity, 

and nat ional origin in econometric est imat ion.  However, such a possibilit y is st ill on the 

horizon, if the outcomes involve nat ional data.  As is ment ioned in Cook (2011b), efforts to 

revise historical lynching data sets have evolved piecemeal – by city, state, or region.  As a 

result , there is not  yet  a nat ional revised database of lynching vict ims. 

 

Conclusion and Further Research 

 

                                                             
13

 While data have been extracted from the Pfeifer data set for a period similar to the NAACP data set , an exact 

comparison with the Gonzalez-Day data is not  possible, given the different  t ime periods across data sets, which 

cannot  be disaggregated and compared by race-year.  
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Unique, new  data that  correct  historical shortcomings related to racial and ethnic classificat ion 

have recent ly become available.  The cont ribut ion of this paper is to summarize recent  efforts 

at  refining these data.  Such a refinement  would aid in minimizing measurement  error in 

the lynching series and the accompanying problems posed in est imat ion.  Opportunit ies to test  

a plethora of economic outcomes using lynching data as a regressor have arisen, given these 

revisions of historical lynching series.      

  

A natural next  exercise would be to extend Cook (2011a) and other papers relying at  least  

part ly on historical lynching data sets to incorporate many races rather than just  two to test  the 

effect  of violence on economic act ivity.
14

   Alternat ively, the new data might  be used to isolate 

actual whites and to re-est imate the regressions related to economic act ivity.  One could also 

imagine applicat ion of the new  data to quest ions related to the economics of crime and 

polit ical outcomes, e.g., vot ing behavior and polit ical compet it ion.   Execut ing any of t hese 

ideas using nat ional data sets would const itute future research, as a nat ional lynching data set  

does not  yet  exist , as aforement ioned.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
14

 Data on segregat ion laws may be used in these regressions, as they often named the groups being sanct ioned. 

Nonetheless, other historical economic data may not  include Latinos, Nat ive Americans, etc., e.g., wages or 

schooling. 



12 

 

 

References 

 

 

________. 2011. “ Violence and Economic Act ivity: Evidence from African American Inventors, 

1870–1940.”  M ichigan State University, unpublished manuscript . 

 

Carden, Art . 2006. Inst itut ions and Southern Development : Lynching as a Signal of Insecure 

Property Rights. Dissertat ion, Washington University. 

 

Carrigan, William D.  2006.  The M aking of a Lynching Culture:  Violence and Vigilant ism in 

Cent ral Texas, 1836-1926.  Urbana-Champaign:  University of Illinois Press.   

 

________ and Clive Webb. 2003. “ The Lynching of Persons of M exican Origin or Descent  in the 

United States, 1848 to 1928.”  Journal of Social History 37(2) (Winter): 411–38. 

 

Cook, Lisa D. 2004. Nat ional Lynching Data Series.  

 

________. 2011a. “ Violence and Economic Act ivit y: Evidence from African American Inventors, 

1870–1940.”  M ichigan State University, unpublished manuscript .  

 

________. 2011b.  “ Converging to a Nat ional Lynching Database: Recent  Developments and the 

Way Forward.”  Forthcoming, Historical M ethods. 

 

Cut ler, James Elbert . [1905] 1969. Lynch-law: An Invest igat ion into the History of Lynching in the 

United States. New York: Longmans, Green, and Co. 

 

Fryer, Roland G., and Steven Levit t . 2007. “ Hat red and Prof its: Get t ing under the Hood of the Ku 

Klux Klan.”  NBER Working Papers 13417. 

 

Gonzalez-Day, Ken. 2006. Lynchings in the West , 1850–1935. Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press.  

 

Litwack, Leon F. 1979. Been in the Storm so Long: The Aftermath of Slavery. New York: Knopf. 

 

M argo, Robert  A. 1984. “ Accumulat ion of Property by Southern Blacks before World War I: 

Comment .”  American Economic Review 74: 768–76 (). 

 

NAACP. 1919. Thirt y Years of Lynching in the United States, 1889–1918. New York: NAACP. 

 

Pfeifer, M ichael J. 2004. Rough Just ice: Lynching and American Society, 1847–1947. Champaign-

Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 

 



13 

 

Project  HAL Data Collect ion Project . 

ht tp:/ / people.uncw.edu/ hinese/ HAL/ HAL%20Web%20Page.htm, last  accessed 2004. 

 

Tolnay, S. E., and E. M . Beck. , 1995. A Fest ival of Violence: An Analysis of Southern Lynchings, 

1882–1930. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 

 

“ Lynchings: By State and Race, 1882–1968.”  Tuskegee University Library and Archives, 

ht tp:/ / www.elect ricprint .com/ academic/ department / AandL/ AAS/ ANNOUNCE/ vra/ lynch

/ lynchstats.html, last  accessed M ay 25, 2011.  

 

 

  



14 

 

 

Table 1. 

Historical and Contemporary Lynching Data Sets Compared 
 

 

 

Vict im Principal 

Data Set  Period N Data Sources 

Historical         

Chicago Tribune 

1882-

1918 3337 R NW 

 

Tuskegee University 

1882-

1968 4743 R CT,NW,TU 

NAACP (1919) 

1889-

1918 3224 R CT,NW,I 

Contemporary, Nat ional         

Cook (2004) 

1882-

1940 4418 R TU,BT 

 

Carter, et  al. (2006a) 

1882-

1964 4745 R TU 

 

Pfeifer (2004) 

1874-

1947 724 N,R, E NW,BGA,V 

Carrigan and Webb (2003) 

1848-

1928 597 NO [E] NW,V 

Contemporary, Regional and State         

 

Project  HAL (2004) 

1882-

1930 2806 G,N,R BT,OTH 

Tolnay and Beck (1997) 

1882-

1930 2805 G,N,R 

CT,NAACP,TU, 

NW 

Bailey, Beck, and Tolnay (2011) 

1882-

1929 900 A,B,G,N,R BT, CE 

Gonzalez-Day (2006) 

1850-

1935 352 N,NO,R, E NW, V 

 

Sources:  Cook (2011b). The Beck and Tolnay (1997) data are the  

underlying data for Tolnay and Beck (1995).  Other sources are described in the text . 

Note:  Cut ler/ Tribune data span 1882 to 1903. 

    A=age; B=Biographical data; G=gender; N=name; NO=nat ional origin; R=race; E=ethnicity 

I=interviews; NW=newspapers; OTH=other contributors; V=various 

  BGA=Beck, GA Lynching Project ; BT=Beck and Tolnay; CE=Census; CT=Chicago Tribune; 

TU=Tuskegee University 
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  Figure 1.  Racial Composit ion, Lynchings 

 

 

 
 

Note:  N = 26. 
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Figure 2. 
 

 

 

 

Source:  Pfeifer (2004) 

Note:  M R = mixed race; N = 24. 
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Figure 3. 
 

 

 

 
 

Source:  Gonzalez-Day (2006) 

Note:  N = 352 
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