
Generational Groupthink and Will McBride 

July 12, 2019 marked the 96th anniversary of William McBride’s death. At sixty-years-
old, Mr. McBride was charged because of allegations that he “frightened” a group of 
young school children. He was later discharged. That same evening a masked group 
took Mr. McBride from his home and fatally lynched him. Though discharged, any 
accusations (true or untrue) in the early 20th century were a justifiable means to use 
violence against African Americans. Mr. McBride’s death is a prime example of how fear 
and violence is generational. There is an entire generation in this country that 
normalized violence and hatred for and against African Americans as a result of a 
culture of violence. 

Mob mentality is a term that is thrown around when discussing the concept of 
“groupthink.” The term defines the practice of making decisions as a group where 
members avoid individual responsibility. Not only does it apply to modern psychological 
study, but it justifies the theory that racial violence and mob mentality in America, post-
Civil War, has psychological and generational effects that we still see today. Racism has 
stood the test of time by reinventing itself. Mob mentality and groupthink played a critical 
role when dissecting the motivations for racial terror throughout the 20th century. This 
helps explain why violence against African Americans continues to flourish in America. 

Southern American society in the 19th and 20th century placed a strong emphasis on 
the tenants of traditional honor, which components of played a role in the violence 
committed in Southern states especially. In A Man’s Life, Honor, and Manhood, the 
author critically analyzed southern society and found that the Southern code of honor 
had three critical components: 1) self-sufficiency, 2) maintain a reputation of honesty 
and integrity, and 3) a willingness to use violence to defend any perceived slight to his 
reputation. This code helps justify the South’s culture of violence. The third component, 
a willingness to use violence, is most prominently seen through violence against African 
Americans.

Racism’s systemic oppression of African Americans reinvents itself throughout time. The 
Black Lives Matter movement highlights the transition from civilian violence to police 
brutality as a mode of expression of violence against African Americans. Violence 
against African Americans has become justifiable on the grounds that they are 
threatening. We would not have seen this new form of terrorism if not for generational 
habits. Racism and oppression of black people are woven into the fabric of American 
society. Mob mentality and groupthink are critical components to consider when 
examining the larger question: How have the systems of racism in America endured the 
test of time?
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