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One of the biggest headlines of 2018 involved white people calling 911 on black people. 

From playing music to mowing the lawn and even entering one’s own apartment, no black 

person is safe from the watchful eyes of the dutiful white citizen. Hashtags like #BBQBecky, 

#CornerstoreCaroline, and #PermitPatty emerged in response to these incidents, in part as a 

shaming tactic and a means of holding these white individuals accountable for their 

transgressions. But though the hashtags are new, the phenomenon isn’t: indeed, on February 26th, 

2012, George Zimmern shot and killed 17 year-old Trayvon Martin, while on duty as 

neighborhood watch. The example of George Zimmern serves to underscore the fact that BBQ 

Beckys are not harmless, misguided but ultimately well-intentioned good Samaritans. Vigilance 

on the part of white people results in fatal consequences for people of color; indeed, the victims 

of #BBQBeckys have their own hashtags, too.  

American history provides an abundance of George Zimmerns. The phenomenon of 

white people calling 911 on black people invokes the vivid historical memory of white 

vigilantism in the Jim Crow era. Contemporary Cornerstore Carolines have their historical 

counterparts in the white women who vigilantly accused black men of sexual assault. On July 

27th, 1919, a major race riot exploded in Chicago when white people drowned and killed Eugene 

Williams, a black man, for crossing an imaginary line of segregation on a bathing beach.1 A 

week of rioting resulted in the deaths of thirty-eight people, twenty-three of them black, and in 

the destruction of Chicago’s “Black Belt”.2  

This thesis explores the connections between contemporary and Jim Crow-era white 

vigilantes by exploring the underlying theme of white privilege. I conceptualize white privilege 

                                                
1 The Negro in Chicago: A Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1922), 
xv.  
2 Ibid.  



as entitlement to space, the capacity for violence, and the prerogative of victimhood. In order to 

historicize and therefore substantiate these inherent and fundamental features of white privilege, 

this thesis examines the Chicago race riot as the empirical basis for the claim that BBQ Beckys 

and Cornerstore Carolines have their roots in a historical tradition of white vigilantism. The 

Chicago race riot was an instance of massive racial violence in which whites capitalized on their 

privilege to the detriment of blacks, and the themes we see in this riot tell a story of historical 

continuity. In sum, this thesis tells the story of BBQ Becky, Cornerstore Caroline, and Permit 

Patty against the backdrop of historical white vigilante violence. It is a three-part story whereby 

white people feel entitled to physical space, enact their will via institutional and interpersonal 

violence, and play victim in order to obscure their role as the aggressor.  

BBQ Beckys: White Entitlement 

Entitlement involves conceiving oneself as occupying a privileged position in society and 

having the prerogative to enact or impose one’s will, often violently. In the context of the 

Chicago race riot, this entitlement was expressed as a sense of ownership over the physical space 

of the city and entailed the prerogative and readiness to realize this claim to ownership through 

interpersonal and institutional violence.  

In the Chicago race riot, whites expressed their entitlement to space through the narrative 

of the Great Migration. The race riot of 1919 unfolded against the backdrop of ever-escalating 

racial tensions between white and black residents. In the wake of the riot, media, politicians, and 

citizens alike blamed overcrowding and labor/housing competition as a result of the Great 

Migration as the root causes of the riot: “The migration of southern negroes to northern cities, 

induced by the prospect of high wages and stimulated by southern discrimination in educational 

facilities and the administration of justice, has created a congestion and a lack of proper housing 



in such cities.”3 Although the massive migration of blacks to northern cities in the wake of World 

War I did act as a catalyst in spurring racial tension, this narrative nonetheless framed the 

migration of blacks, rather than the entitlement of whites, as the root of racial unrest: 

The balance between the white and the black populations of the United States has been disturbed 
by the war. The negro is much more prolific than the white man, and the cessation of 
immigration from Europe removed the “safety valve” which preserved the balance in the white’s 
favour. One of the direct causes of the Chicago outbreak is stated to be the invasion of white 
districts by a coloured population. Some years ago there was an agitation in several of the large 
cities of the Middle West for the complete segregation of the negroes, and in a number of cases it 
was decided not to permit the settlement of coloured people in any district which was 75 percent 
white. Since then, however, great numbers of negro labourers and their families have migrated 
from the Southern States to the industrial areas of the Middle West. They have been earning high 
wages and have become serious competitors with the whites in almost every branch of the labour 
market.4 
 
In this passage, we see how the narrative of the Great Migration facilitated white entitlement in 

several ways. First, the narrative is one of invasion and disruption. White residents were 

therefore cast as the true and original residents, forced to accommodate to troublesome, 

incoming residents, and the landscape was implicitly conceptualized as belonging to whites. By 

constructing whites as the victims of racial change, the narrative of the Great Migration served to 

privilege whites and validate their claims to ownership. Moreover, subtle biases in this passage 

reveal that the narrative of the Great Migration, as it was constructed in the context of the race 

riot, was constructed out of the white imagination: the passage makes references to black 

migration, yet fails to name white hostility and entitlement. The language in the text confers 

negative connotations on black migration by making references to notions of invasion, 

disruption, and numerical population. The emphasis is on the black body and its movements, and 
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whiteness is cast as the default. In this way, blame for race antipathy is shifted onto the black 

body and whiteness remains the unnamed, invisible, oppressive norm.5 

The narrative of the Great Migration thus framed the problem of race riots as the problem 

of black migration. At times, media discourse explicitly placed blame for the riots on black 

residents: “Until quite recently no Northern city has had a noticeably large negro population, and 

without that race antagonism cannot develop.”6 Other times, the blame was not so explicit; Great 

Migration discourse enabled whites to express ownership and entitlement in the language of 

property values, housing opportunities, and labor competition: “The main cause of the Chicago 

riot was… an extraordinary influx of negroes from 1916-1919, which caused the portion of the 

town accepted as the negro quarter to expand and to encroach on neighboring areas whose 

inhabitants were theretofore predominantly white. The latter felt that their property was being 

depreciated in value by this infiltration.”7  

However, the language used to frame the race riots in popular discourse nonetheless 

implied a certain causality between the migration of blacks and issues of housing and race 

conflict. Although problems of labor and housing were cited, they were explicitly and implicitly 

treated as symptoms of the underlying problem of black migration and population: “The housing 

problem in cities that have experienced a great growth of the negro population is perhaps the first 

that should be taken up,”8 according to the Chicago Daily Tribune. The “great influx of southern 

Negroes during the war period,”9 as many headlines proclaimed, was treated as the principal 
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cause of the conflict, and the black population itself was problematized for infiltrating or 

encroaching upon what was implicitly conceptualized as white space. Issues of housing and labor 

were thus used as proxies for issues of race and served to render claims to white supremacy 

neutral and invisible. From this perspective, the narrative of the Great Migration served to 

simultaneously validate, justify, and obscure white entitlement.  

Across media coverage, Great Migration discourse frequently referred to notions of 

invasion, intrusion, and cleansing, and race riots were similarly understood and discussed in 

territorial terms. The inherently territorial narrative of the Great Migration revealed a sense of 

ownership which substantiates the concept of white entitlement, for in order for something to be 

invaded or taken away, it must first be owned. With its themes of displacement and nostalgia for 

a white past, this narrative illuminated white entitlement by offering a glimpse into the anxieties 

and fears of white residents, founded on a sense of privilege. The fixation on black population in 

Great Migration discourse, for example, revealed a sense of threat and paranoia which 

constitutes white entitlement. “The negro district has been steadily increasing in recent years 

with the influx of Southern negroes… their encroachment on white neighborhoods caused 

considerable trouble, and during the past year many clashes,”10 according to the Washington 

Post. By fixating on the “growth in black population,”11 popular discourse concurred with this 

narrative of unwelcome, invading migrants whose arrival and presence brought violence and 

tumult: “Chicago is now the home of an estimated colored population of 125,000. Many of them 

came from the south during the last migration.”12 The disproportionate focus on the “colored 
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population [which] had grown more rapidly… than any other part of the city’s population”13 over 

white hostility revealed a sense of paranoia that affirmed whites as the victims of racial change. 

In essence, the narrative of the Great Migration was a story of who belonged and who did 

not. Great Migration discourse served to construct the story of the Other, secure notions of 

belonging, and justify policies of removal and containment. In this sense, white entitlement and 

privilege manifests as a sense of belonging. In the wake of the riot, racial conflict was viewed 

through the lens of this narrative of ownership. Just as the narrative of the Great Migration 

conceived of whites as having a privileged relation to the space of the city, popular discourse on 

the race riots treated whites as the original owners of the space of Chicago and perceived blacks 

as outsiders and even enemies of the nation. Recounting the cause of the riot, for example, media 

described that blacks had “invaded” the section “reserved for whites,”14 just as black migrants 

had invaded the north. Great Migration discourse served to claim space, mark and map bodies 

and the physical landscape, and impose violence and erasure on racialized others, and this 

ideological framework was clearly extrapolated to the events of the riot. The narrative of the 

Great Migration thus served as the backdrop for race conflict, facilitating whites’ and blacks’ 

self-concept and solidifying inclusion and exclusion. 

Through the power of official discourse, the narrative of the Great Migration affirmed 

and sustained white entitlement. Ultimately, the narrative of the Great Migration was a way for 

whites to claim ownership and identification with urban space. Great Migration discourse 

mapped racial hierarchies onto the physical landscape and privileged particular histories while 

marginalizing and disenfranchising others, turning symbolic boundaries and imagined privileges 
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into physical and material ones in the wake of the riot. This national mythology facilitated an 

entitled white collective identity, solidarity, and consciousness which reared its head in the wake 

of the riot. Through the story of the Great Migration, whites were able to construct an official 

narrative of the landscape which excluded certain (black) bodies from the national imaginary and 

privileged whites as the original owners of the land. In other words, the story of the Great 

Migration provided the ideological framework that buttressed whites’ privileged sense of self 

and enabled their claims to ownership. Moreover, the saliency of this narrative and its 

manipulation in the media and popular imagination served as proof of white entitlement.  

If discourses about the cause of the riot served to validate white entitlement, then 

discourses about resolving the riot served to preserve it. In the wake of the riot, discourse rooted 

in “race harmony’’ was fundamentally oriented not toward dismantling white supremacy, but 

rather accommodating and ultimately leaving it intact while modifying its imperatives in light of 

structural changes in the political landscape. In the pursuit of racial harmony, the goal was not to 

challenge white entitlement, but rather fit “Caucasian and Ethiopian into their proper relative 

places in our civilization”.15 Racial harmony was thus not a moral ideal or a reference to black 

equality, but a logistical imperative because “the two races are here in America to stay”.16 Racial 

harmony, as it was framed in the context of the race riot, meant whites and blacks could “live 

happily”17 and “side by side”18; the emphasis was on tolerance and coexistence, rather than on 

advancing black equality and challenging white supremacy.  

In fact, the emphasis on tolerance and coexistence served to preserve white supremacy. 

“Both races,” the New York Herald writes, “need to understand that their rights and duties are 
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mutual and equal, and that their interests in the common good are identical.”19 If riots were to be 

prevented, the two races must “understand each other better”20 and have a “higher degree of 

respect for the other”.21 This emphasis on civility, compromise, and mutual understanding 

privileged whites by obscuring their power and entitlement. That is to say that in prioritizing 

amicable race relations over addressing white supremacy, the plea for racial harmony served to 

prioritize white comfort and control and therefore obscure and reproduce existing power 

relations. The false equivalency between white and black rioters forwarded in racial harmony 

discourse served to affirm, obscure, and perpetuate white entitlement: 

The colored people do not seem disposed to recede from what they consider a just position in the 
community and the whites seem determined not to give way, as they conceive it, before a 
penetration of colored people into neighborhoods which heretofore have been restricted to white 
population. The colored people insist upon just and equal advantages. White people take the 
position that the “encroachment” of Negroes is not just to them because depreciation of property 
values always follows. Regardless of the validity of the claims of the whites, it is a matter of fact 
that these claims exist. The whites do resent the appearance of colored people in white 
neighborhoods and this resentment does, whether justly or not, work a change in neighborhood 
feeling and in property values. We may as well look the facts squarely in the face and we ask the 
colored people to consider them.22  
 
Here, we see how rhetoric surrounding reconciliation reinforced disparities in privilege and 

power which distinguish white entitlement. In this passage, we see how whiteness was centered 

in popular discourse: the burden of compromise, civility, and appeasement was placed on the 

marginalized, and the suffering and deprivation of blacks were constructed as secondary to the 

perceived grievances of white residents. In pleading the black community to consider white 

resentment, ‘whether justly or not,’ the New York Herald defined black equality as socially and 
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materially subordinate to white comfort and control.23 In the search for solutions, the expectation 

was for black residents to accommodate and appease, ‘however great the injustice’. In this sense, 

white entitlement expressed itself as an entitlement to other people’s behaviors and actions. More 

specifically, white entitlement feels entitled to the black body.  

The focus on racial harmony was thus concerned not with addressing and debasing white 

entitlement, but rather with compromise and appeasement. In the aftermath of the riot, black 

residents were expected to reform their behavior, self-segregate, or accept and appease racism. 

Popular discourse blamed black militancy as the cause of the riot: “The people of the South are 

accustomed to and dependent upon negro labor, and there is no doubt that negroes in the South 

who accept the status assigned to them there are better treated and fare more comfortable than in 

the North,”24 according to the San Francisco Chronicle. This account reads as a patronizing, 

passive aggressive warning to blacks that their insistence on equality was the cause of the 

trouble. Black demands for equality were unwise and to their own detriment, the passage 

continues, for if only they accepted the “status assigned to them,” they would be better treated, as 

their counterparts in the south are.  

In other cases, blacks were asked to self-segregate: “The tendency in cities is for the 

negroes to drift into their own communities anyhow, but the chief trouble just now is that the 

whites who are being crowded out find it more than difficult to get habitations elsewhere, due to 

the housing shortage,”25 from the Chicago Daily Tribune. The emphasis on race relations also put 

the onus on blacks to appease racism:  
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The educated extremists among the Negro leaders must certainly see that however great the 
injustice done to their Race through blind prejudice, “direct action” is the worst possible remedy. 
The more white victims the greater the colored victims will be, and in the end the feeling out of 
which this evil has come will be increased and the slow and steady improvement in the 
agricultural and industrial status of the Negro shown by statistics will be obstructed. Such leaders 
should use every argument to quiet their followers and to condemn further lawlessness as an 
offset to white outrage.26  
 
In this speech from President Taft, we see yet again how white entitlement demanded access and 

control over the actions of racialized Others; white entitlement necessitates conformity and 

complicity in others. In counseling black residents against force and ultimately privileging white 

supremacy, popular discourse and national rhetoric on racial harmony revealed that it was not 

focused on creating a new racial order, but on maintaining relations of domination and 

subordination.  

If his intentions weren’t explicit enough, Taft goes on to clarify: “All the negro wants is 

an equal economic and industrial change with other races. No self-respecting Negro wants what 

is commonly known as ‘social equality’… the sensible negroes never make an attempt to mix 

socially with white people.”27 Black residents understood that in the context of white supremacy, 

racial harmony did not mean racial equality: In an open letter to Mayor Thompson, a property 

owners’ association claimed that the “leaders of the Negroes of Chicago make no claim for 

social equality, but content themselves with asking for the right of opportunity,”28 concurring 

with the city council which had put forward segregation and the “intelligent and equitable 

separation of the races”29 as “the one real and permanent solution of Chicago’s racial problem”.30 

That whites felt threatened by racial equality revealed basic truths about white entitlement; that 
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is, white entitlement is distinguished by its concern with domination and subordination. The race 

riot demonstrated the differences between black ambitions for equality and access and white 

aspirations of ownership, exclusion, and gatekeeping: “In Chicago, as elsewhere, negro families 

of the better class have always been ambitious to get into better homes and better surroundings. 

This has been one of the chief causes of complaint. The entrance of colored residents into high-

class white neighborhoods has always been met with protests, and sometimes with threats.”31 In 

this passage, we see the stark differences between black and white claims to space. Black 

residents in Chicago were motivated by aspirations for racial equality while white residents felt 

threatened by black upward mobility.  

Indeed, the narrative of the Great Migration and discourses on race relations did not 

necessarily lead to the conclusion that cities must accommodate and make room for its incoming 

migrants. Rather, the notion of racial harmony, in tandem with the narrative of the Great 

Migration, implied that if whites lived in harmony before the migration of blacks, then the 

solution was not necessarily to secure racial equality, but rather restore the space of the city to its 

original state. Riot discourse on the solutions to racial conflict reflected this belief. The 

commission tasked with resolving race conflict in Chicago, for example, received “countless 

schemes… for solving or dismissing this problem”, including the “deportation of 12,000,000 

negroes to Africa”, the “establishment of a separate negro state in the United States”, and 

segregation through the “establishment of a caste system”.32 Elsewhere, the media encouraged 

blacks to leave the state: The Chicago Daily Tribune published that a planter in Mississippi, for 

example, offered to “take 2,000 Negro families back to Mississippi”33 to work on his plantation 
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as a solution to race strife. In presenting the expulsion of blacks as a valid solution to the 

problem of race relations, discourse on racial harmony served to affirm and preserve white 

entitlement.  

Discourse on the Great Migration and on race relations thus overwhelming failed to grasp 

white entitlement as the systemic, underlying root of the riot and overlooked fundamental 

differences between the aims and aspirations of white and black rioters, emanating from unequal 

relations of power and dominance. Indeed, white entitlement in the Chicago race riot stemmed 

from a sense of power and dominance. In the initial clash which directly caused the riot, whites 

were emboldened, by way of their dominance and institutional power, to assert their claims to 

ownership by killing a black man who had breached an imaginary line of segregation. The failure 

of the police to arrest the white perpetrators is evidence of white dominance.  

Although white and black rioters may have had similar perceptions or aspirations of 

ownership, white entitlement was distinguished by its ability to (violently) realize such 

aspirations. White residents in Chicago not only expressed a sense of ownership over the city, 

but attempted to realize this claim to ownership through violence. In the weeks leading up to the 

riot, a “number of bombs were thrown at the residences of negroes who had moved out of the 

“Black Belt” into the “invaded” districts”.34 “In the past three months race hatred has smoldered 

in Chicago, due to the fact that no less than ten homes of colored persons have been bombed by 

whites, whom the police could not find,”35 according to The Baltimore Afro-American. The New 

York Times similarly reported that black residents had received threatening letters that warned 

them to “move within two days or their homes would be burned and bombed”.36  
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In the wake of the riot, white residents “objected to the colored homes in the well-to-do 

section”37 with their weapons and torches. “The Black Belt was in a state of siege. On every 

street were armed policemen. Outside were armed white gangs waiting for the negroes to come 

out. There had been little food delivered there since Sunday. The citizens of the beleaguered city 

were hungry and desperate and mourning their dead and wounded.”38 Media described scenes of 

angry whites surrounding the black belt and setting it on fire. Mayor Thompson described a 

“well-defined plot to burn down… the black belt,”39 which was corroborated by the fact that fifty 

incendiary fires were lit in 24 hours in the negro district.40 Whites made threats to “clean up” the 

Stockyards District and set houses occupied by black residents on fire, according to the San 

Francisco Chronicle.41  

The determined and calculated destruction of the black belt in the wake of the riot 

represented an attempt to attack the very material facets, representations, and symbols of 

everyday life in the pursuit of ownership. According to the New York Times, white rioters were 

throwing bricks at burning buildings in an effort to prevent on-scene firemen from extinguishing 

the fires in the negro district. “One hundred and twelve fire alarms were sounded today and 

tonight from the South Side, most of them from negro settlements. Incendiarism by whites... 

destroyed a half dozen houses. There, firemen reported, white rioters through bricks in an effort 

to prevent them from extinguishing the fire.”42 We can interpret the targeted burning, lynching, 

bombing, and looting that characterized these race riots as sociopolitical actions that, by aiming 
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to remove bodies deemed ‘out of place’, represented white vigilantes acting on their sense of 

ownership of the land. 

The Chicago riot demonstrated the prerogative of whites to pursue their interests and 

realize their entitlement to the detriment of others. Solomon describes a “politics of resentment” 

whereby “resentment is an emotion that is distinguished by its concern and involvement with 

power”.43 White residents did not just idly watch as they perceived “their” space as being taken 

from them, but acted vigilantly in defense of white ownership. Solomon’s concept of resentment 

thus alludes to the notion that white entitlement is distinguished by its prerogative and capacity 

to act. Indeed, the “ability to prohibit anything to a group of people, let alone to prohibit it 

brutally, implies a relation of subordination/domination, and is indicative of one group’s degree 

of power over another.”44  

Black suffering and loss was proof itself of white prerogative and entitlement. The 

material aftermath of the Chicago race riot spelled displacement, expulsion, and appropriation 

for black residents: “Bands of negroes were to be seen as the railroad depots preparing to flee the 

city. Every train that left Chicago yesterday carried many of them… men, women, and 

children… carrying little bundles of household articles.”45 Headlines advising negroes to flee46 or 

to stay in the south47 affirmed the success of the riot in facilitating the expulsion of these 

unwelcome migrants. Looking at the phenomena of black displacement in Chicago, it becomes 

clear that white entitlement is dangerous not merely because of white privilege, but because of 
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the ability to realize such privilege. Entire black communities were decimated not simply 

because whites believed that they were owners of the land, but because they acted on those 

perceptions. In examining the material aftermath of the riots, we see how the distinction of white 

entitlement as the prerogative to is of crucial importance. Insofar as the Chicago race riot is a 

story of violent removal and expulsion, we see how a conceptualization of white entitlement as 

self-centered privilege and violent prerogative is useful and appropriate precisely because these 

two components produce a lethal combination. 

In the Chicago race riot, one can interpret the decimation of the black belt as an assertion 

of power. The invasion and destruction of the black belt was a means of symbolically reasserting 

ownership over the city space. Solomon argues that resentment is an emotion with its own 

material and discursive logic; in contrast to self-pity, resentment has a target.48 From this 

perspective, the sense of ownership that constitutes white entitlement necessitates the policing of 

space. In the context of the race riot, white residents not only subscribed to the narrative of 

ownership, but interpreted this narrative as a mandate to act; indeed, such claims to ownership 

required perpetual defense. White vigilantes acted on their sense of ownership not only because 

they could, but because they had to. In Chicago, we can see how white entitlement was not only 

the prerogative to act, but also the mandate to do so. Indeed, this is a basic truth of white 

entitlement: that it not only enables, but compels.  

This mandate to act on claims to ownership becomes apparent and meaningful when one 

emphasizes the material targets that were attacked in the riot. Media described white mobs 

“penetrating” the black belt and “avowedly hunting negroes,”49 using language that refers to the 
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removal of physical bodies from physical space. In one instance, a young black man who was 

riding a bicycle was “stabbed, shot sixteen times, and then his body was saturated with gasoline 

and set afire.”50 “It was the most atrocious lynching of the whole series of murders that came 

with the sudden gust of hate at the bathing beaches Sunday… No arrests were made,”51 

according to the Chicago Daily Tribune. Police received reports that a number of blacks “had 

been thrown into Bubbly Creek, a stagnant stream that receives much of the sewage from the 

Stock Yards”.52 The New York Times recounted: “No colored man showed himself in State or 

Dearborn Streets, between Van Buren and Twelfth, without being chased or beaten.”53 Through 

this image of the physical body occupying the physical street, we see that the physical body, or 

the sight of the body, was the object of violence for white vigilantism. White residents attempted 

to realize their claims to ownership via the removal of black bodies from the physical landscape, 

and the sniping, burning, and pillaging that characterized the riot are evidence of this mandate. 

Centering the targets of violence helps to reveal that the mandate to act necessarily entails that 

there is a subjugated body or landscape to be acted on; indeed, the significance of white 

entitlement is that it has a target and a victim.  

Cornerstore Carolines: White Violence  

The prerogative to – in this case, the prerogative of violence – makes up the stuff of white 

entitlement. In examining the Chicago race riot, we see how white entitlement was distinguished 

by its prerogative and capacity to realize its will. This prerogative was fundamentally rooted in 

institutional power. During the riot, whites mobilized institutional power to facilitate the 
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repression, criminalization, and deprivation of black residents. Examining the role of institutional 

power in our conceptualization of white entitlement, it becomes clear that institutional power 

bridges the gap between ownership that is imagined and ownership that is made real. 

Institutional power supplies the prerogative of white entitlement; institutional power is what 

marks white entitlement and white violence as distinct. 

In the wake of the Chicago riot, popular discourse called on the state to restore order and 

to summon “troops in impressive and overwhelming force”.54 The Mayor of Chicago called for 

military forces to be “moved immediately into the affected territory within the city of Chicago 

where public disorder exists”55 for the “protection of life and property and the preservation of 

law and order”.56 However, in the restoration of order, the state actually served to privilege white 

supremacy and criminalize and repress black residents. During the riot, state authorities sided 

with white rioters and disproportionately arrested and killed black residents. “At present one-

sided picture appears. White rioters seem to be protected, but colored rioters are punished by 

white rioters and police. Even lynching and burning have occurred. We ask that you apply the 

law in its force to all races alike. May we not expect you to see justice done alike to all 

concerned?”57 (3) Criticizing white policemen for “arresting all colored men and no white 

men,”58 the Chicago Defender described that “over ten colored men were arrested in a district 

where white rioters started the fracas”.59 “Yet,” the Chicago Tribune later recalls, “Even though 
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blacks had suffered the brunt of the bloodshed, they had also been arrested by police at twice the 

rate of whites.”60  

The institutional response in the Chicago race riot revealed that white and black residents 

had fundamentally different relationships with the state. While whites looked to the state for 

protection, black residents understood that institutional protection actually entailed institutional 

repression. Prominent black leaders declared that “police protection was inadequate,”61 charged 

that many members of the police force were “indifferent,”62 and blamed the “refusal of the police 

to arrest white lawbreakers for the condition of anarchy which reigns today”63. Black residents 

charged that “the police department have been indifferent and inadequate in furnishing protection 

to our people” in this “carnival of murder and assault”.64 The “gross inequalities of protection”65 

fostered a “feeling of distrust toward the Police Department” among black residents, who felt 

that the “whole situation was badly mishandled by police,”66 according to the New York Tribune.  

This lack of trust in the state was corroborated in the months leading up to the riot, during 

which the Thompson Administration failed to prevent bomb outrages in the negro district: 

“Colored people called on Mayor Thompson to urge him to take action to prevent bomb outrages 

against negro citizens… the Mayor refused to confer with the committee and told it to take its 

troubles to the Chief of Police… and the police instead of condemning the affair, said that it was 

caused by his having rented property to colored people.”67 Black residents argued that the 
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“failure of police to find white criminals, who bombed homes of colored people is at bottom of 

the cause of the riot in Chicago”.68 Alas, the “official indifference to the recent bomb outrages 

upon homes occupied by negroes”69 may have well been a precursor to the institutional response 

in the Chicago race riot.  

In the wake of the riot, popular discourse focused on crime and lawlessness as the root of 

the riot: “The slogan for Chicago’s criminals, white or black, ought to be, ‘Treat em rough.’”70 

The media called on the state to suppress lawlessness: “Rioters should be taught a severe lesson. 

Law must be obeyed and life made secure. Both races must be taught this or our free institutions 

are doomed.”71 However, the call to law and order actually had the effect of criminalizing black 

residents. In the restoration of order, thousands of state troops, policemen, and national 

guardsmen were mobilized in the black belt of Chicago in the “most complete concentration of 

the police force in a given district which the city has seen in years”.72 Concentrating its military 

power and repressive force on the black belt, the “city’s police force now had over 80 percent of 

its men stationed in or around the black belt, leaving violence to rage unrestrained in almost 

every other district of the city”.73 The restoration of order thus in fact functioned to 

systematically criminalize the black belt:  

The State troops established a barred zone about three miles square embracing most of the 
colored residential district on the South Side. In this zone they searched every person whom they 
met for weapons. No one could pass in or out without military permission. This happened when 
riots in the colored district itself had somewhat subsided, but when there was an alarming spread 
of disturbances outside.74  
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In the name of securing protection, the state actually implemented repressive measures that led to 

the disproportionate repression of black residents. The governor, for example, proposed a new 

state law to “curb racial clashes”75 which would fine or imprison those found guilty of carrying 

concealed weapons. Black leaders quickly protested “notorious acts of search and seizure”.76 

According to the Grenada Sentinel, military authorities and city officials “sent investigators into 

colored people’s homes in Chicago, instituted a search for weapons, with no law in the land to 

back such actions, and upon finding weapons, caused the arrest of men and women there and 

charged them with conspiracy to riot”.77  

In the restoration of order, the state colluded with white vigilantes in casting an 

oppressive, managerial white gaze over the black belt. “We will police all streets, especially car 

lines, in the district between… My plan is to put two or three mounted men in every block and in 

addition, to put extra men on the car lines and at the crossings. Besides this there will be men on 

foot, and at the street intersections, patrol wagons ready to haul away any offenders.”78 From this 

perspective, the “system of police protection”79 under martial order actually served to regulate 

and surveil the activities of marginalized communities. In one instance, a black man was arrested 

for looting “hams, bacon, bread, canned goods, and other food supplies, and selling them to his 

hungry friends and acquaintances”.80 In another, a railroad porter went to the police station to 

show the police the revolver that he had brought for protection, knowing that he could be fined 
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for carrying it.81 After he was “dismissed and told that he could go home,”82 he was stopped and 

searched a short distance from the station by another policeman, who proceeded to arrest him, 

take him back to the station, and charge him with conspiracy to riot.83 The media similarly 

described black residents being searched and disarmed even as they “sought refuge”84 in city 

authorities. These instances of criminalization demonstrated that the white gaze of protection 

was actually one of suspicion and control.  

The pervasive criminalization that occurred in the restoration of order demonstrated that 

the call to law and order served to push marginalized communities into the grip of the state’s 

punitive arm. This process of criminalization occurred through the discourse of legality and law 

and order. Reinforcing the call to law and order, President Taft argued, “The number of the dead 

and wounded in Chicago should lead the authorities in every city with congested Negro quarters 

and population to… take appropriate measures to stop hysteria, to allay alarm, and to arrest loud 

mouthed agitators and criminals before trouble begins.”85 In referencing “congested Negro 

quarters,” rather than white hostility, and in associating the black population with racially-

charged descriptions such as “hysteria,” and “loud mouthed agitators and criminals,” this text 

demonstrates how calls on state power were dangerous because they were informed by racialized 

notions of black criminality. Although the call to order urged for “hoodlums of both races [be] 

held responsible for outbreak,”86 black residents undoubtedly and inevitably suffered the brunt of 

the repression conferred by the punitive, carceral state response.  

                                                
81 “Chicago Negro Tells Of the Race Riots,” The Grenada Sentinel, 1919, 21. 
82 Ibid.  
83 Ibid.  
84 “100 Colored Men Break From Pen And Riot In Jail: Overpower Guards, Attack White Prisoners,” Chicago Daily 
Tribune, 1919, 3. 
85 William H. Taft, “Causes If Race Riots: Mr. Taft Discusses The Race Problem,” The Chicago Defender, 1919, 
Big Weekend Edition, 9. 
86 “Chicago In Grip of Terrible Mob: Many Killed, Thousands Injured; Many…,” The Baltimore Afro-American, 
1919, A1. 



In concentrating repression on the black belt, the state response served to criminalize 

black residents. Ordering black residents into confinement, the mayor issued an order: “There 

should be no needless appearances and assembling of persons on the streets. Let this be done by 

speakers and recognized leaders making appeals to persons disposed to frequent or congregate 

needlessly on the street.”87 By associating safety and order with the incapacitation and 

confinement of black residents, the institutional response to the riot served to criminalize black 

populations. “Police tonight were drawing a tight cordon about the South Side negro area and 

other outlying sections where negroes are segregated, in the hope of averting further clashes,”88 

according to the New York Times. In sectioning off the black belt, the state confirmed white 

claims to space and the narrative in which blacks were a menace that needed to be contained. 

The restoration of order thus in fact ushered in a state of repression in the black belt: 

The one peculiar part about the whole situation was the declaring of martial law in that part of 
the city occupied by colored people and enforcing as far as possible all of the rigors of the 
system, while the parts of the city occupied by white people were not subject to any such 
regulations. As a result, the colored people became desperate and it is asserted that the situation 
became so critical that although hundreds of colored families were suffering for the necessities of 
life, no white man could drive a wagon carrying relief and colored men had to be mustered into 
service to traverse the district. The underlying cause of all of this is the government’s own 
uniformed men, the sailors and the soldiers who are in the service of the United States, thousands 
of whom both North and South have an antipathy to the colored people in this country.89  
 
In this passage, the tensions between discourses of protection and realities of repression expose 

the basic fact of institutional violence. Moreover, the Richmond Planet describes how 

interpersonal violence during the riots was compounded by institutional violence. Placed under 

martial order, the black belt was isolated and incapacitated by the forced closure of 

transportation networks and public places: 
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Race riots, coupled with the street car strike, caused city officials to close nine playgrounds 
yesterday, lay off nearly 1500 workmen, most of them colored, and cease all municipal street 
repair work. Not more than 5 percent of the colored clerks, inspectors, and janitors employed at 
the city hall showed up for work. Most of these were told to return to their homes and stay there 
until further notice. At the municipal garbage reduction plant one fourth of the force, which is 
colored, did not report for work. [The Deputy Commissioner] told 500 colored laborers in the 
street, sewers, and construction bureaus to remain away from work until rioting is less frequent. 
All street cleaning and garbage removal… was ordered stopped at noon.90 
 
The promotion of safety and order in the Chicago riot thus led to a reality of control and 

exclusion where othered, marginalized subjects saw their access to the city denied. “To keep 

things quiet, Chief of Police Garrity issued an order closing all saloons, cabarets, athletic clubs, 

pool rooms, and other places where men congregate, churches excepted, in the trouble district,”91 

according to the San Francisco Chronicle. The riot also hampered black residents’ ability to go to 

work, leaving “between 15,000 and 20,000 [facing] indefinite unemployment”.92 Employers 

decided to “bar negroes indefinitely”93 until the “bitter feeling between the races has died 

down”.94 City officials also “ordered all negro street laborers on the South Side to quit work until 

order has been restored.”95 The New York Times reported, “More than 1200 negroes in the 

employ of the municipal government were sent to their homes today, to remain off duty until the 

rioting has ceased. All street repair work was stopped today because about one-half of the 

employees are negroes, and street cleaners were also laid off.”96 
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Confined to their homes and forbidden/unable to return to work, the black belt was 

“threatened with starvation when it was learned that many firms were refusing to send delivery 

wagons into the district, and retailers could get no meat or groceries”.97 Many residents were “in 

dire need of food and without funds”98 and “afraid to leave the negro quarter,”99 even though they 

were “on the verge of starvation”.100 “The inability of our people to return to their daily labor, 

especially in the stockyards, has produced a condition that must be relieved immediately. Many 

families are in need of food and other home necessities,”101 decries one black resident. This 

narrative of repression thus disproved the narrative of safety that obscured the fact of 

institutional violence. Instead of offering protection, martial order served to hold black residents 

as “prisoners in their homes”102 and stigmatize and marginalize the “danger districts,”103 

symbolically and materially: “One found a strange silence pervading the black and tan cabaret 

belt… the doors were locked. The place was dark. A police order had done it.”104 In this text, we 

see how the institutional response to the crisis did not protect the black belt, but rather facilitated 

and exacerbated its deprivation.   

City officials, politicians, and police authorities did not just enable white violence, but 

encouraged it and operated in tandem with white vigilantes in securing white hegemony. Police 

were seen looting and burning the black belt. The New York Times described a “pitched battle” 
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fought between black rioters, soldiers, and policemen.105 The media reported that police had 

“shot to death seven blacks but no whites”106 and that “200 negroes and 100 whites”107 were 

under arrest. When asked about the cause of the riots, one lieutenant replied, “Hoodlums… who 

have come to Chicago with the influx from the south that began when the United States entered 

the war.”108 Other soldiers admitted that they “went down… thinking that Negroes were the most 

to blame” and with “the intention… to clean them up”.109 The Chicago Tribune reported that 

recounted that “whites were told by cops that the blacks were coming, to arm themselves, and the 

cops couldn’t stop them”.110  

Aware of these institutional biases, black residents resisted state power during the riot. 

Preferring colored troops to be stationed in their section and “unwilling to permit the militia in 

their midst,”111 black residents were seen “firing on [troops] from alleys and houses as they 

advance”112 and cutting telephone wires “in an effort to prevent quick dispatch of rifle-bearing 

policemen from one section to another”.113 One black resident remarked, “They are doing the 

same thing here they did at East St. Louis, sending white soldiers into the black belt to quell 

Negroes, instead of sending colored troops.”114 Pointing out these agents of state violence serves 

to demonstrate that institutional violence was not an effect, but rather a feature of the 
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institutional response to the riots. That is to say that institutional authorities actively facilitated 

the repression and confinement of Chicago’s black residents. Police and military officials were 

more than just ineffectual or complicit bystanders, but rather agents of violence themselves.  

The institutional response to the riots revealed the state’s interest in maintaining white 

hegemony. In the restoration of order, the state colluded with white vigilantes to assert 

ownership and discipline over black bodies, and both state authorities and white vigilantes 

operated as social control agents. The state enabled whites’ prerogative of violence and, in 

confining and incapacitating blacks, helped them secure their vision of the city. Against the 

backdrop of Jim Crow, white vigilantes can be viewed as doing the work of white supremacy for 

the state: indeed, if the system of Jim Crow represented the legal, state-backed basis for white 

supremacy, then white vigilantism can be interpreted as the extralegal, state-sanctioned basis for 

white supremacy.  

Many argue that vigilantism represents a challenge to state power because it challenges 

the state’s monopoly over the legitimate use of violence. However, the alliances between 

institutional and vigilante violence in the Chicago race riot challenge this premise. On a basic 

level, the Chicago race riot demonstrated that white vigilantes did not challenge state power but 

rather wielded it. That state actors overwhelmingly failed to arrest white rioters leaves one to 

believe that *white* vigilante violence does not constitute a sufficient threat to the state. 

Scholars have long probed the alignment between the interests of the state and that of white 

hegemony, and it is not difficult to infer this alignment from the fact that the modern state itself 

was conceived in the context of white supremacy. In fact, white vigilantism helps to reconcile 

the tensions in the state’s contradictory relationship to the very principles it stands for. The fact 

that the state has historically enabled or failed to repress white vigilante violence exposes not 



only whether or not vigilantism represents a threat to the state, but also speaks to the congruence 

between the interests of the state and that of the dominant group. From this perspective, the state 

not only fails to check white vigilantism, but sees it in its best interest to refrain from doing so.  

For one thing, white vigilantism facilitated the expansion of state power while enabling 

its claims to neutrality. Examining state repression in the aftermath of the riots, it becomes clear 

that white vigilantism enabled state management and control. The discourse on law and order, 

for example, served to impose conformity and obedience to state power:  

I appeal to the law abiding citizens of this community to give strict and cheerful obedience to the 
law, to facilitate the orderly processes of justice, to counsel and advise with all other citizens 
against conflicts of any degree… to assist in every way the recognized agents of the law, in 
whatever capacity they appear, in the preservation of peace and order, to the end that the good 
name of our municipality may be upheld and the happiness and welfare of our people 
maintained.115 
 
Headlines that read, “Troops rule Chicago”116 illustrated that the riot had facilitated a massive 

expansion of state power. Repressive police authorities, ubiquitous in their numbers, were given 

orders that they were “entirely justified in taking extreme measures for the protection of life and 

property,”117 and were thus effectively given unbounded prerogative and control over the black 

district. The contrasts between discourses of state protection and realities of institutional violence 

revealed the tensions between the state’s claim to neutrality and morality and its interest in 

maintaining white hegemony. However, in equating lawfulness, embodied in the state, with 

morality, calls to law and order served to obscure institutional violence while disguising the state 

as a neutral, benevolent party – indeed, imbued with the moral authority to intervene in the riots 

– instead of a stakeholder in white supremacy. From this perspective, white vigilantism helped to 
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secure white hegemony while enabling the state’s claim to innocence, morality, and liberal 

democracy. 

Black suffering in the Chicago riot demonstrated that the institutional failure to provide 

protection was ultimately criminal and violent. Whether state authorities were complicit or active 

participants in the riot, the devastation that resulted from institutional violence and neglect 

indicts these actors as agents of state violence, regardless of their particular motivations. 

Moreover, the events of the riot revealed that state authorities were not just complicit actors, but 

vested interests. The state’s uneven and disproportionate use of force challenges the idea of a 

benevolent, apolitical state and reveals its interest in maintaining white hegemony. By 

interrogating this congruence in interests, the relationship between interpersonal and institutional 

violence becomes more explicit and therefore illuminates our concept of white violence. On the 

one hand, examining the institutional biases that occurred in the riot underscores this conception 

of white violence as being marked by institutional power. The ability of white rioters to rely on 

and deploy institutional force means that white violence is never just interpersonal – alas, this is 

the central point. On the other hand, the alliance between white and institutional interests 

illustrates that white violence is not just compounded by institutional violence, it is institutional 

violence. That is to say that the danger of white entitlement is not just that it has the privilege of 

institutional violence, but that it is institutional violence.   

Permit Pattys: White Victimhood  

The image of the white victim is deeply entrenched in our historical memory and 

frequently reactivated in historical and contemporary settings. The construction of white 

victimization occurred on various levels in the Chicago race riot. Whites were constructed as 

victims when the media privileged whiteness or when institutional authorities disproportionately 



repressed black residents, and when white comfort was prioritized over black suffering more 

generally. The institutional response revealed the state’s understanding of the victims and 

aggressors in the riot. White people also played victim in the realm of discourse. In popular 

discourse, whites constructed themselves as the victims of the riot and obscured their role as the 

aggressor. This blatant lack of accountability was expressed and facilitated in a myriad of ways.  

Across media coverage, popular discourse failed to characterize white hostility and 

violence as stemming from race hatred. Some voices, like the Los Angeles Times, obscured race 

conflict via flat-out denial:  

In the disgraceful race riots that have for three days disrupted the civic life of Chicago there was 
nothing prearranged or premeditated. They were sporadic, local and spontaneous in their 
occurrence. A rock, hurled with unintentional accuracy at a colored citizen on a raft that had 
drafted into waters where white people were bathing, caused the death of the unfortunate 
negro… A mob of colored fanatics, acting under the lex talionis of the primitive savage, killed a 
Caucasian as a vicarious revenge.118 
 
In this passage, the author claims that the riots were “sporadic, local and spontaneous”. The 

emphasis is on the “mob of colored fanatics” and the “primitive savage” who killed a Caucasian 

for “revenge”, while the whites who hurled a rock with “unintentional accuracy” are obscured as 

the aggressor. Moreover, the passage failed to explicitly mention that whites killed a black man 

because he had crossed an *imaginary* line of segregation; the vague language used to describe 

the provocation served to obscure white aggression and entitlement.  

Other times, racial biases were much subtler: “Reports that negroes wandered across the 

dividing line to the white section of the beach and that whites amused themselves by throwing 

small stones at negro bathers appeared the most plausible cause.”119 Here, the New York Times 

not only attributes the root of the riot to a black person’s contamination of white space, but also 
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characterizes the white provocation as harmless, juvenile acts of amusement rather than as acts 

of violence. We can view this privileging of whites in the media as stemming from an implicit 

understanding of the landscape as belonging to whites. In refusing to name white hostility, media 

coverage on the riots revealed a bias that was representative of dominant understandings of who 

the victims and the aggressors were. “Although ill-feeling between whites and blacks on the 

South Side has extended over a period of months, emphasized by bomb explosions, some 

shooting, and numerous fights, today’s riots seem to have had their start in petty quarreling at the 

beach.”120 The biases in this passage are telling: in the language, the passage obscures racial 

violence as ‘ill-feeling’ and ‘petty quarreling’; in the text, the Times leaves out critical 

information about the instigators of such animosity. (Whites bombed the homes of black 

residents in the weeks leading up to the riot and whites instigated the quarreling at the beach.)  

Across media coverage, popular discourse overwhelmingly failed to name whites as the 

aggressor. In failing to acknowledge these transgressions as acts of racial violence, popular 

discourse absolved whites of blame. Popular discourse also absolved whites of blame by blaming 

lawlessness as the cause of the riot, arguing that “lack of respect for the law was the root of the 

entire trouble”121 and “lawless elements, among both whites and blacks, have been responsible 

for the bloodshed”.122 The riots were constructed as outbreaks of lawlessness in which “lawless 

elements had opportunities to exercise their brutal instincts and to kill and wound innocent 

people”.123 In promoting a false equivalency between white and black rioters, condemnations of 

lawlessness served to absolve whites of blame by obscuring their role as the aggressor on the one 
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hand and casting them as equal victims of lawlessness on the other: “There is no reason why the 

city of Chicago, a law-abiding community, should be the scene of tumult and bloodshed simply 

because a few of its citizens refuse to deliberate on a common sense basis but resort to murder 

and destruction,”124 asserts the Chicago Daily Tribune. The narrative that lawlessness plunged an 

innocent, blame-less white moral community into the forces of disorder served to simultaneously 

obscure, enable, and justify violence. By misdiagnosing the cause of the riots, rhetoric about 

lawlessness enabled whites to be both the wielders and victims of violence.     

On a fundamental, if implicit, level, condemnations of lawlessness conceptualized the 

space of the white, bourgeois subject as the space of virtue, purity, and innocence.125 Discourse 

on lawlessness thus enabled the externalization of blame by which racism and violence were 

conceived as external social ills plaguing the white moral community. “Men and women, colored 

and white alike, who are nearer to the brute than to the angel, have reverted to… the mob spirit 

and so have found occasion to give rein to lusts and passions which in ordinary times are 

repressed by the operation of civilized society,”126 according to the Los Angeles Times. By 

constructing racial animosity as coming from outside the norms of respectable society, 

attributing racial animosity instead to ‘mob spirit’ and ‘lusts and passions,’ popular discourse 

obscured whites as the aggressors and left white supremacy unnamed. The emphasis on 

lawlessness served to pathologize race riots as “hysteria”127 46 and therefore absolve white 

entitlement of blame. By expressing appall and making empty platitudes condemning racial 
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violence as the exception, not the rule, reconciliatory rhetoric represented an attempt to control 

and reconstruct the narrative of the riot to cast whites as the victim.  

By constructing the riots as emanating from conditions of lawlessness, media discourse 

served to promote a false equivalency between white and black rioters, obscure white 

motivations as stemming from racism, and conceptualize riot violence as external to white 

mainstream culture (rather than as implicit to the white conscience). Through the construction of 

the anonymous, lawless agitator, the benevolent identity of the white nation and citizen is 

confirmed. In tandem with the narrative of the Great Migration, discourse on lawlessness served 

to imply that black migrants had brought with them crime and degeneracy. For example, the idea 

that racial animosity did not exist in the north was a prevalent theme in popular discourse and 

served to simultaneously absolve whites of blame while constructing them as the victims of 

racial change: “Lawlessness, like contagious diseases is infectious. You cannot have lynching in 

the South, without ultimately having it in the North… the disease has to be segregated and 

eliminated and lawless conditions must be treated the same way.”128 In this passage, race conflict 

is cast as endemic to the south, but not the north.  

The narrative of the Great Migration facilitated white victimhood by implying black 

criminality. In the wake of racial conflict, the race riots were wielded as proof of the danger that 

black migrants brought: “Released from repressive conditions in the South and suddenly placed 

in an atmosphere of freedom, many may have translated liberty into license.”129 The narrative of 

the Great Migration was thus a story in which the benevolent, morally-righteous cities of the 

north were invaded by an inferior race of lawless, uncivilized elements. This moral ordering of 
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the landscape is precisely what enabled black bodies to be seen as ‘out of place’; that is to say 

that whites made claims to space in the service of racial hierarchies through tropes of 

respectability and degeneracy which constructed black migrants as degenerate outsiders. From 

this perspective, tropes of respectability and degeneracy absolved white supremacy of blame by 

enabling moral arguments in the defense of racism. In the Chicago race riot, discourses of 

respectability and degeneracy enabled whites to claim that they were defending not white power, 

but white morality and respectability: 

There have been repeated reports of trouble in neighborhoods into which colored families have 
moved. There is nothing in the law to prohibit negroes moving where they will, so long as they 
conform to the law. It may be unjust and unreasonable for whites to resent this so-called 
“intrusion.” But the whites do resent it. And thus the fact persists.130  
 
In this passage, the implication is not just that of black criminality, but that whites were justified, 

if misguided, in their resentment of black migration: there was nothing in the law to prohibit 

black residents from moving where they will, but white residents, as the Chicago Daily Tribune 

seemed to imply, could operate outside of the law to prohibit blacks from intruding on their 

space if needed – specifically, if black residents could not conform to the law. The implication 

that black migrants needed to reform themselves before they could secure the inclusion that they 

desired in the north served to construct whites as the victims of black degeneracy on the one 

hand and justify their exclusionary attempts on the other. In this passage, then, racism was 

understood by whites not as promoting white supremacy, but rather respectability.131 Indeed, 

white vigilantes in Chicago engaged in racism in spite of a public disavowal of racism because 

they subscribed to the belief that their actions were driven not by white supremacy or race 

hatred, but by a desire to defend their perceived community. The conceptualization of white 
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entitlement not as a racist conscience, but a moral one, is precisely what enabled the construction 

of white victimhood.132  

The narrative of the Great Migration thus enabled whites to express their privileged 

conceptions of themselves and assert ownership over the land through the language of 

respectability. White residents, operating from a place of entitlement, viewed themselves as 

privileged beings with the moral authority and duty – the moral prerogative and mandate – to 

preserve the landscape of respectability from degenerate, criminal Others. Across media 

coverage, popular discourse ultimately focused its attention on the behaviors and actions of black 

residents, thus implying their role as the aggressor. Focusing on the increasing militancy of 

blacks as a contributing cause of the riot, for example, media discourse absolved whites of blame 

by constructing them as victims of black aggression. The New York Times proclaimed that, 

“Negroes Have Arms Hid;”133 the Chicago Daily Tribune stirred fears that black residents were 

“smashing doors and windows in an effort to arm;”134 others published rumors that blacks were 

“getting arms and drinking with the purpose of attacking the whites”.135 A military officer 

ordered the Chicago Whip to be brought up, claiming that “the paper published by and for 

negroes contained sensational and alleged incendiary matter”.136 The media also published 

rumors that blacks had been influenced by dangerous Bolshevik propaganda, further 

externalizing blame for the riots, prompting one man to defend that black residents did “not need 

to be counseled against Bolshevism and violence.”137 
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In representations of the landscape, the “black belt” was constructed as a space of vice 

and degeneracy and, ultimately, as a threat to white spaces of virtue and civility. Popular 

discourse denounced the depraved conditions of the black belt and the immoral behavior of its 

inhabitants as the roots of the riot, arguing that the “license under which ‘everything went’ in the 

Black Belt of the second largest American city was the inflammable part of the tinder which 

finally set the city ablaze.”138 Linking the black belt with corruption in recently contested 

elections, whites felt that the “Black Belt did its duty”139 and that politicians “teaching the 

colored element disrespect for the law was the basic reason for the riots”.140 By criminalizing the 

black belt, the riot was constructed as the result of deficiencies within the black belt rather than 

hostilities from whites. “Men who have traveled the country say that nowhere in the United 

States have they witnessed such scenes as they saw in the notorious “black-and-tan” resorts on 

the South Side of Chicago,”141 the New York Times reports.   

The very language used to describe the riot served to frame the black belt as a troubled 

zone from which the violence of the riot originally and fundamentally emanated. Although the 

black belt was a primary site of the riot, the stigma of “troubled zone” was a designation imposed 

by social agents; that is to say that popular discourse and public policy served to materially and 

symbolically facilitate and exacerbate the marginalization of the black belt. In popular discourse 

and in public policy, the black belt was stigmatized as the riot zone, as “Chicago’s racial No 

Man’s land”.142 The Chicago Daily Tribune published this ominous account of the black belt: 
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“Well,” observed an occupants of a taxicab, “we’re going into the heart of the black belt now. 

Look out for bricks and bullets. Understand they just shot a policeman.”143 This designation 

justified the repression that was needed to bring “order out of chaos in the riot district”144 and 

reflected who was constructed as the aggressors of the riot. The existence of the “riot district” 

confined chaos, disorder, and lawlessness to the symbolic and material space of the black belt, of 

the criminal Other, and enabled whites to claim victimhood. Tropes of respectability and 

degeneracy thus enabled popular imagination to perceive, construct, and conceive the landscape 

of Chicago with respect to a moral cartography which privileged whites as virtuous beings on the 

one hand and criminalized blacks on the other.  

The emphasis on black degeneracy enabled whites to perpetuate racism alongside a belief 

in equality via racially coded fears of crime.145 Criminalizing the black belt enabled whites to 

claim that their hostility was directed not at a certain race, but rather its inferior qualities and 

culture.146 In popular discourse, themes of race uplift served to shift the emphasis away from 

racial exclusion and toward community/moral regulation and protection147, thereby substantiating 

whites’ claims to innocence. In determining the solution to race riots, popular discourse 

reiterated the need to reform, prepare, and rehabilitate the negro to “make sure that the negro is 

educated for citizenship”.148 “The negro race must develop, as all races have developed, from 

lower to higher planes of living, and must base its progress upon industry, efficiency, and moral 

character.”149 Arguing that “the presence of large negroes in large numbers in our great cities is 
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not a menace in itself,”150 the Chicago commission cited the “advantages of negroes”151 and 

pointed to black institutions as proof of their respectability: “The negroes have their own stores 

and theatres, and there is a bank conducted by a negro and patronized almost exclusively by 

members of his race. Many newspapers are published by and for negroes in Chicago.”152  

However, discourse on respectability and race uplift operated on the implicit assumption 

of black racial inferiority and therefore cast whites as the benevolent white savior. By presenting 

black degeneracy and rehabilitation as the cause and solution to the issue of race riots, the 

language of racial uplift confirmed racial inferiority and helped to buttress white entitlement and 

victimhood. By focusing on themes of race uplift, popular discourse reiterated the narrative of 

the Great Migration in which black migration, rather than white entitlement, was constructed as 

the cause of race riot:  

The advance guard of the colored race which moved into white neighborhoods was the better 
class of negro families, who sought to escape the steady encroachment of the undesirable 
element of their own race. They had no desire to antagonize their white neighbors. Their 
relations had always been friendly. But they were between two fires. Pressing always behind 
them was the influx of a lawless element of their own race. Few of the newcomers brought negro 
women with them, and some Chicago observers hold the absence of home life among them 
partly accountable for the present trouble.153  
 
In this passage, we see how whites claimed victimhood through tropes of respectability and 

degeneracy. Tropes of respectability and degeneracy served to construct the narrative of the 

white victim by emphasizing black degeneracy and racial inferiority as a threat to white 

respectability. Looking at the assumption of racial inferiority, this passage also reveals the basic 

logic of white victimhood as being founded on a sense of racial superiority. Moreover, in this 
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narrative of the Good Negro, we see how black respectability did not disprove the trope of racial 

inferiority, but rather buttressed it. “In Chicago the homes of good citizens – respectable and 

law-abiding negroes – were bombed… On the other hand, among the thousands of negroes who 

have come North during the war there have been some miscreants… [who] have attacked 

women, and others whose truculence in public places invited resentment,”154 according to the 

New York Times. Here, it becomes clear that the notion of black respectability served to 

criminalize blackness as a whole.   

Whites in popular discourse used the perception of crime and criminals to absolve 

themselves of blame. “All who are acquainted with the negroes in northern cities have ample 

evidence of their too-frequent insolence and lawlessness, but an innocent and law-abiding negro 

should be as secure in the pursuit of his well-being and happiness as any other citizen,”155 from 

the Los Angeles Times. In this passage, we see how tropes of respectability and degeneracy 

served to render racism neutral and invisible while simultaneously justifying it via tropes of 

black criminality. Criminalization enabled whites to conceptualize racism and vigilante actions 

as whites merely performing their civic duty in protecting the moral community from the 

criminal Other:  

There is no better way of serving the community and no better way of serving the negro 
everywhere than of being entirely frank with him and telling him the truth and the whole truth 
regarding an evil and a crime that lies at the bottom of nearly every race riot that has occurred in 
our country, and that is the crime of rape. That crime committed by negro men on white women 
in Washington recently started the riot in this city… The negro who commits that offense against 
a white women deserves to die and whether it be in the North of in the South, the white man will 
see to it that the death penalty is imposed… as long as the negro commits the crime of rape upon 
a white woman, he himself is doing the very thing that will surely produce race prejudice and 
race riots, and that the only sure way to prevent race prejudice and race riots is to stamp out or 
put a stop to the crime that produces them. When that crime is committed in the South, the negro 
who commits it dies, but we never harm or permit any one to harm an innocent negro. It is wrong 
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and indefensible to attack an innocent negro because another negro, his neighbor, has committed 
a crime. It is the duty of the white man to distinguish between the law abiding negro and the 
criminal negro, and it is the duty of the law-abiding negro to aid the authorities in apprehending 
the lawless negro who has committed the crime that stirs up race prejudice and produces race 
riots.156 
 

In this address given by a state representative of Alabama, we see popular discourse served to 

criminalize black bodies and construct the white victim. Speaking to the gross over reporting of 

black crimes in the media, one man condemned the “propaganda that is being broadcast against 

the negro,”157 and argued that “the crimes of negroes are displayed in large headlines, but their 

achievements are minimized.”158 Another echoed similar sentiments in the Chicago Daily 

Tribune in an attempt to resist their criminalization in the media:  

Let us show we are not intolerant, unforgiving, and the aggressors in disturbances such as we 
have had… where the largest number of our people live in a ratio of 500 to 1 white, and in a 
district through which thousands of whites passed daily, there was but one outstanding 
unfortunate occurrence. Let those who charge us with responsibility for the riot explain this 
fact.159  
 

The privileging of whites in the media demonstrated the social construction of 

perceptions of the crime, the victim, and the aggressor. Whites in the media often claimed 

victimhood by constructing a compelling, if imagined, image of the threat. The Richmond Planet 

argued: “Human life is too cheap. It is a colored man today and it may be a white man 

tomorrow.”160 Aside from the blatant biases in the language, this plea to cease the violence 

served as a warning to cultivate and exploit fear and arouse empathy for the plight of the white 

victim by arguing, in essence, “it could happen to you.” The paper continues, “The Ku-Klux-
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Klan will find that they have a new element with which to deal. It will be as dangerous for 

lawless white men to attack colored men’s homes as it will be for lawless colored men to attack 

white men’s homes.”161 In this passage, subtle warnings about increasing black militancy 

demonstrate how white paranoia about their own victimhood is often rooted in ahistorical fears 

of white repression. Such unfounded fears drove claims that the “negroes of Georgia were going 

to do what the Negroes of Chicago had done.”162 Considering the disproportionate suffering of 

black residents, we can see how this narrative of black aggression and white victimhood was 

powerfully misleading. Criminalization was thus a means for whites to claim innocence and 

victimhood all whilst enacting violence.  

Conclusion: The Modern-Day White Vigilante 

White people who call 911 on black people are entitled and violent. 

In a sentence, that is the position of this thesis. The events of the Chicago race riot are not 

just a story of 1919. Today, exactly 100 years later, the legacy of white vigilantism lives on 

through the likes of BBQ Becky, Cornerstore Caroline, and Permit Patty, whose actions 

represent a continuation of the historical tradition of white supremacy. Examining popular 

discourse in the race riot of Chicago, one sees that the moral arguments and racialized fears and 

assumptions held by contemporary and Jim Crow-era white vigilantes have remained largely the 

same. The continuities are too many to name. Whether through torch or through cell phone, the 

attempts of white vigilantes to police black bodies reflect a centuries-long tradition of defending 

whiteness from racial change and racial Others.163  
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Today, whites continue to express a sense of privilege which constitutes and compels 

white entitlement. Whites continue to impose their notions of belonging and to act against 

racialized others whom they perceive to be committing imaginary crimes or posing imaginary 

treats. When George Zimmern killed Trayvon Martin, when Jennifer Schulte (BBQ Becky – let’s 

not leave her an unnamed assailant!) called the police on black residents barbequing in Oakland, 

when Alison Ettel called the police on an eight-year-old girl for selling water bottles in San 

Francisco, and when white perpetrators killed Eugene Williams for crossing the boundaries of 

segregation, the perpetrators of this violence were acting to remove bodies that they perceived to 

be ‘out of place,’ informed by their own sense of belonging and ownership.   

“Chicago police kill negroes,”164 a headline in the Chicago riot proclaimed. The 

astounding yet unsurprising consistency between institutional oppression in 1919 and 2019 

underscores the basic fact of institutional violence. To a nonwhite person, the concept of “police 

protection” is an oxymoron. Yet, whites still fail to acknowledge the danger of calling the police 

on black people. Just as whites in the Chicago race riot monopolized notions of safety to the 

detriment of black people, whites today continue to impose their conceptions of safety, order, 

and respectability on racialized bodies, resulting in fatal consequences. When whites call the 

police on black people, they are advocating for the onslaught of state power on marginalized 

bodies and are acting as agents of state violence. Given the history of racialized state repression, 

it is naïve to believe that whites do not understand the implications of their actions.  

Institutional violence during the Chicago race riot underscores the fact that white 

interpersonal violence is situated in a larger system of oppression that renders blacks subservient 

and submissive to whites. This history informs a historical white conscience that has an implicit 
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and intimate understanding of their relationship with institutional power. The role of institutional 

violence to white privilege is more explicit, salient, and insidious than mere bias. To say that 

whites now turn to the police the way they once turned to the mob would be to obscure the fact 

of historical state oppression. When whites call the police on black people, they are knowingly 

relying on institutional power to advance their interests and impose conformity and complicity 

on nonwhite bodies.  

In the Chicago riot, popular discourse overwhelmingly failed to name white hostility and 

racism as the root of the riot. White residents expressed a self-indulgent self-righteousness in 

believing that they were exempt from racism, failing to see their complicity and vested interests. 

Today, whites continue to refuse to acknowledge their participation and interest in racism. When 

charged with racism and implicated in white supremacy, whites become defensive and cling onto 

their white fragility, as if being accused of racism is worse than racism itself. They invoke tropes 

of respectability and advance racially-coded fears to absolve themselves of blame and 

criminalize the racialized Other. And, finally, they weaponize their tears to construct themselves 

as the victim.  

Whiteness is a way of being.165 It is a habit, a background to social action, a way of 

inhabiting space.166 White privilege orients bodies and informs how white people can ‘take up’ 

space and what they ‘can do’.167 In the Chicago race riot, whites felt emboldened to pursue their 

interests to the detriment of others because they had an implicit, intuitive understanding of 

themselves as dominant subjects. The history of white vigilantism in the U.S. serves to illustrate 

that the actions of contemporary white vigilantes are habitual, inherited, and implicit. Today, 
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whites continue to move through the world with a sense of entitlement, an awareness of their 

institutional recourse, and a self-concept rooted in self-victimization. Although every white 

person believes themselves to be the exception, the legacy of racism in the U.S. belongs to all 

white people. It is their inheritance. Nobody can exist outside of the system of white supremacy, 

and white privilege continues to structure and inform the behaviors and actions of white people. 

When push comes to shove, whites will always instinctually deploy and enact their privilege as a 

last resort – and probably before that. The ease and willingness with which whites resort to 

calling the police demonstrate that white privilege functions “as a habit, even a bad habit,”168 

whereby oppressive behavior is implicit to the white conscience. White vigilantes across space 

and time are driven by a governing white conscience that facilitates historical and ongoing white 

involvement and investment in perpetuating and defending white supremacy.169  

Pointing to the history of white violence, it becomes clear that the actions of 

contemporary white vigilantes are an expression of white entitlement backed by the use and/or 

threat of force. Just as whites under Jim Crow used violence, terror, and intimidation to reassert 

control over African Americans and uphold white supremacy, whites today use their privilege, 

whiteness, and institutional power and control – realized in the police – to exercise an eerily 

similar form of control and containment of black bodies. Whether by deploying legal or 

extralegal violence, and whether to uphold Jim Crow or contemporary, de facto forms of 

segregation and separation, the means and intentions of past and present-day white vigilantes 

remain largely the same.  
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