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• Could current economic opportunities of Blacks be determined by interracial

historical public crime?
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• Cook (2014) finds that historical racial violent crime, including lynching, has

significantly decreased innovation rates among African-Americans.

• Jones et al. (2017) and Williams (2022) find that exposure to lynching activity has had

negative and significant effects on voter turnout rates and voter registration rates

for Blacks.

• Christian (2017) suggests that historical lynching has affected historical Black

migration and labor markets in the US.

• Williams et al. (2021) find a significant relationship between lynching activity and a

range of current political and economic outcomes including segregation, voter

participation, economic security, unemployment, poverty, etc.
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• Our research is different from prior work since our opportunity measure may not only

reflect an economic outcome or public policy dysfunction, but also cultural attitudes

and social norms related to Black people.
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• Persistent immigration by Blacks after the end of Reconstruction in 1877 increased

the low-wage labor supply in the cotton industry, affecting both the wages and wealth

of Whites.

• The fluctuation in cotton prices triggered lynching activity, either to maintain the

repression of the Black labor force or by threatening its surplus.

• Emergence of political parties and White supremacist hate movements, such as the Ku

Klux Klan, which promoted anti-Black public tension (Glaeser, 2005).

• In the late 19th century, legislatures in the US South passed discriminative laws

between Blacks and Whites (Jim Crow).

• Beck & Tolnay (1990) suggest a psychological foundation for lynching.
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• We conduct our main analysis at the county level. There are 3,243 US counties. We

focus on the 875 counties in 12 Southern American States: Alabama, Arkansas,

Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina,

and Tennessee. 534 of 7 these counties experienced at least 1 (and maximum 25)

lynching cases against Black people.

• We collect data from the CSDE Lynching Database (2015), which is based on the

work of Bailey and Tolnay (2015). This dataset provides 2,129 place-identified

lynching cases related to Black people in the Southern States from 1882 until 1929.

We then find the total number of lynchings in each county following several studies

(Cook et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2021a; Williams, 2021b)
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• Regarding economic opportunities at the local level, we use data from Chetty et al.

(2018). Our preferred economic mobility variable is the mean household income rank

of children of a given race who grew up in a county with parents who belonged at the

25th percentile in the national income distribution.

• This rank-rank approach is also called (upward) economic mobility. The estimates are

provided for children who were born in the years 1978–1983 when they are between

the ages of 31-37 years-old.
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• To estimate whether there is a relationship between historical lynching activity and

economic mobility rates for Black people, we first employ the Ordinary Least Squares

(OLS) estimation, with standard errors clustered at the county level.

• Regarding causal estimations, we follow several studies that use cotton suitability as

an instrumental variable for lynchings (Christian; 2017, Williams et al.; 2021b)
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• Seminal work by Olzak (1990) shows that urbanization due to large-scale immigration

and infrastructure expansion around the turn of the 19th century was a significant

factor for the variation of lynching activity in the Southern US.

• Wood (2011, 2018) confirms that lynching activity against Black individuals was a

consequence of urbanization and industrialization, which took place from 1880

onwards.
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• In order to examine the above hypothesis, i.e., that the lynching activity was a

dynamic consequence of urbanization, we first construct a historical index of

urbanization.

• By using the shapefiles provided by Sequeira et al. (2020) we find the total kilometres

of railways in each county for several periods between 1876 and 1921.
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• In this paper, we investigate of the effects of historical lynching in the Southern

United States of America on economic opportunities of Blacks.

• We find that counties that experienced higher lynching activity, Blacks are

experiencing lower economic opportunities.

• We show that early urbanization was a parameter of lynching.

• We provide suggestive evidence that segregation and discrimination are important

links between historical lynching and current opportunities of Blacks.
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The Geography of Lynching and Economic Opportunities 

of Blacks: Evidence from the US South
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