
Elevating Black Voices 
Lewis Houston  
 
The following information involves the lynching of Lewis Houston, a Black man who was hanged by a 
gang of white people for allegedly assaulting a white widow. A mob of 150 white men took him from 
his jail cell and hung him in Linn Park. After evidence against Mr. Houston proved to be false, the 
men connected with the mob were tried by a jury of their peers. Charges were eventually dropped and 
the mob did not face any repercussions.  
 
In the wake of Mr. Houston’s lynching, there were different responses in the Black and White 
communities. There were White people and some Black people who felt that Mr. Houston deserved 
this terror. Others disagreed. Judge Sprott described the lynching as “an act of grave lawlessness.” 
There were many in the Black community who believed that Mr. Houston was an innocent victim of a 
larger system of racial terror.  
 
Believing in Mr. Houston’s innocence, many Black people protested against the mob who murdered 
him. People in Birmingham felt threatened by the protestors. The mayor called the military to prevent 
Black people from disturbing the peace. Although this was seen as an attempt by the state to maintain 
order, it was also an effort to repress Black voices as they protested this injustice. This is an example of 
the larger oppressive white system that works to suppress Black voices that speak out. This is not a new 
issue as there has always been pushback against Black voices speaking out. Pushback has come in the 
form of using unnecessary state militia to patrol protestors, the murder of Black leaders, and the 
criminalization of Black activists.  
 
This repression against Black protestors in 1883 can be compared to militant engagement of the police 
in Ferguson, Missouri, in the shooting of Mike Brown in 2014. Restraint of expression of Black 
liberation and freedom derives from a foundation that is rooted in White supremacy. This notion 
derives from fear of Black expression and the critique of a system that has oppressed them for 
centuries. Fear of Black voices by this system continues to oppress Black activism.  
 
To make the connection between the Houston lynching and state repression, one must understand 
that the desire to maintain a social order of White superiority has been ingrained in the United States 
since the founding of the country. Lynching was a tactic of racial terror to suppress Black people in 
America. This was to prevent them from achieving any form of citizenship, to treat them as less equal, 
and to cling to the ideals of White supremacy. It is important to understand this connection in order 
to understand how lynching still has long-term effects on the country and how we approach activism 
today.  
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