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Hate Crimes in America 

When looking back on America’s history, many regrets come to mind. One of the main 

regrets is the treatment of black people in America. While slavery was the first method in which 

black people were tormented in the country, the treatment afterwards has affected them as well. 

Because of widespread racism in our country, many black people have suffered from harsh 

treatment just because of anger against their race.This treatment can sometimes take place in hate 

crimes. Hate crimes have long been a part of the American landscape, and they are a result of 

rampant racism that has existed since the nation’s inception. America reflects on hate crimes with 

great regret. Unfortunately, hate crimes were used and continue to be used as a way to express 

prejudice and intimidate racial minorities, specifically those with African origins, from rising in 

society because of their race.  

Source: Audra Melton, A Lynching Memorial Is Opening. The Country Has Never Seen Anything Like It.  
 New York Times, 25 April 2018. 



In April of 2018, The National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Alabama was opened to 

the public. This museum commemorating the senseless lynchings was erected to memorialize 

those hurt and killed by the prejudice that has haunted places like Montgomery for years, and it 

serves as an example of how Americans can remember deeply horrific actions that occurred in 

the past. It contains the soil taken from many sites of lynchings, as well as heartbreaking 

sculptures of screaming people that are supposed to symbolize the hundreds that were hurt based 

on who they were. It shows plaques of 800 counties in America, and the lynchings that transpired 

there (Robertson). The pain seen in the sculptures at the museum is a result of the hate crimes 

committed against black people over the course of hundreds of years. The gruesome sights in the 

museum were made to serve as visual reminders to the country of how black people have been 

unjustly treated in America and continue to be up to this very day.  



 

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2016-hate-crime-statistics 

A hate crime is defined by the FBI as “a traditional offense like murder, arson, or 

vandalism with an added element of bias.”  One of the main biases that is the driving force 

behind hate crimes is race. In 2016, 6,063 single bias hate-crime incidents occurred, and 57.5% 

of those incidents were committed because of race/ethnicity/ancestry (FBI). Blacks in America 

have been known to experience the bulk of these horrific crimes dating back to the time they 

were first forced into slavery (Ingraham). The most recognizable type of hate crime that African-

Americans have experienced is lynching- the killing of a person that is usually done by a mob. 

http://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2016-hate-crime-statistics


!  

 Source: Lawrence Beitler, Strange Fruit: Anniversary Of A Lynching, NPR 

There are numerous examples of lynchings in America, particularly in the South. In 

Lowndes County, Georgia Mary Turner was lynched in 1918 for speaking out against the 

lynching of her husband that happened a few days before. Not only was she lynched and burned, 

but her eight-month old child whom she was pregnant with was cut from her stomach and 

brutally hurt as well (Robertson). There was also Emmett Till, who was a 14 year-old boy who 

was kidnapped, beaten, and shot in the head for being accused of whistling at a white woman in a 

grocery store. A man named Caleb Gadly was killed in Kentucky in 1894 for simply walking 

behind a presumably white woman, who was the wife of his employer (Robertson). There were 

also the lynchings of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, who were accused of robbery and the 

murder of a white worker. That night, the community they lived in decided to take matters into 

their own hands.  They broke into the prison where they were housed with sledgehammers and 



crowbars to lynch them. This lynching inspired the song and poem “Strange Fruit,” which helped 

make it not only a famous lynching, but a prime example of how people would terrorize blacks 

for being suspects in cases without giving them a fair trial (NPR). All of these people were killed 

in brutal ways, which can be seen even in a simple black and white picture, just for performing 

everyday activities, exercising their rights, or awaiting trial. At the same time, a white person 

may have not been brutally killed for the same actions, when all of these people were. Since 

there is not a vast record of white people being killed for doing the same things that black people 

were killed for, an obvious assumption can be made that people like Mary Turner, Emmett Till, 

and Caleb Gadly were killed because of their race.        

 
Source: www2.ljworld.com, House Crazy, Martin Luther King Jr.’s Parsonage Home in Montgomery, Alabama 

African-Americans have also been the victims of hate crimes because people have 

wanted to intimidate them in order to keep them from rising up society’s ladder. During the 

1950s and 60s, black people stood up to the widespread segregation that kept them from being 



fully equal in society. This movement was known as the “Civil Rights Movement.” One of the 

most famous leaders of this movement was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. However, because 

prejudice from others resulted in them not wanting to see African-Americans rise up, King was 

also a victim of a hate crime. On September 30th, 1956, King’s house was bombed as a way to 

intimidate him from leading the famous bus boycott (History.com). While King ignored this 

retaliation and continued to lead the Civil Right Movement, the incident is a clear example of 

how hate crimes have been used to not only hurt black people, but also scare them. This fear was 

created so that they would feel too scared for their own lives to rise in society.   

!  

Source: Southern Poverty Law Center, https://www.splcenter.org/20110228/ku-klux-klan-history-racism  

After slaves were freed at the end of the Civil War, the South entered a period known as 

“Reconstruction”. This era contained a complete overhaul and restructuring of the Southern 

social and economic structures. Blacks were not only given freedom from slavery, but also a free 

voice in government. However, there was still widespread racism against them, and within only a 



few years after Reconstruction, the Ku Klux Klan was formed (History.com). The group was 

conceived as a response to Reconstruction policies that were made to ensure race equality 

throughout the South. The Klan is known for burning crosses, making them all the more 

intimidating. But as time went on, their presence went from very scary to very harmful. The 

KKK was especially active during the 1960s, when there was a surge of hate crimes against 

blacks and black activists, including bombing black churches (History.com). They also lynched, 

tar and feathered, and raped in order to prevent black people from wanting to chase their civil 

rights (SPLC).The KKK is the best example of how a group can use hate to strike fear into black 

communities and how they use that fear to prevent black people from becoming truly equal in 

society, because people will obviously be less reluctant to stand up for their rights when their 

lives are being threatened.  

Reconstruction in the late 1800s and the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 60s, 

witnessed Americans facing the most hate crimes on record. When looking into the past, people 

generally look back with sorrow, disgust, and shame for what gut-wrenching crimes were 

committed in the name of racism. Museums like the one in Alabama physically force people to 

read the names and stories of people that were killed by hate crimes, and statistics put out each 

year show the public that crimes against African Americans are far from being obsolete. One 

main example of a modern-day hate crime is the shooting in a black church in Charleston, and 

the culprit was then charged with 33 counts of federal hate crimes (Water/Sullivan). American 

history taught in classrooms also expresses to younger people how hateful the past is. Legislation 

against hate crimes has been created and enforced, and now culprits who commit those hate 

crimes will be held accountable. Even though there are still hundreds and hundreds of crimes 



committed each year, America is moving towards a future where we not only look back on the 

crimes with disgust, but also reassurance that they will cease to happen so frequently.   
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