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Race Riots in Arkansas

This research topic guide is best used with the Chronicling America website (chroniclingamerica.loc.gov), a Library of Congress website co-sponsored with the
National Endowment for the Humanities. Chronicling America is a repository of digitized historic American newspapers from 1777-1963 and is an excellent resource
for primary and secondary materials. This guide is focused on Arkansas topics but can be relevant to other states. To search in Arkansas papers, select the state in

the drop-down menu. Choose the desired date range to search, then enter one or more words in the search bar and click GO.

COMMON SEARCH TERMS

race war

race riot

negro and whitecap
negro and night rider
negro lynching
Arkansas race war
race war Ark
[city/county] race
war race froubles
Arkansas race riot
race riot Ark

Ku Klux Klan

SOME SIGNIFICANT DATES

1871 Chicot County Race
War/Massacre

1880 Texarkana Race Riot

1883 Howard/Hempstead
County Race Riot

1888 Crittenden County
Expulsion, Pargould
Race Riots

1892 Hampton/Calhoun
County Race War

1896 Canfield Race Warr,
Polk County Race
War, Southern
Arkansas Race Riots

1897 Atkins Race Warr,
Nevada County
Race War, Lonoke
County Race War

1899 Little River County
Race War

1904 Bonanza Race War

1905 Harrison Race Riot

1906 Argenta Race Riot,
Cotter Expulsion

1909 Harrison Race Riot

1910 El Dorado Race Riot

1912 Walnut Ridge Race
War

1919 Elaine Race Riot/
Massacre

1923 Catcher Race Riot

1957 Little Rock
Desegregation Crisis
at Central HS

1970 Earle Race Riot

Racial tension in Arkansas was high at the end of the Civil War. Though
the South had been defeated and slavery was abolished, the lingering
effects of slavery and racism continued. The changing economy and
polarizing political climate caused social unrest, which turned into racial
violence targeted at Black Arkansans. The first race riots and race wars in
Arkansas followed soon after.

Racism at the turn of the century took many forms, including intimidation
such as whitecapping (threatening someone with violence), nightriding
(illegal acts carried out at night in disguise), and even lynching (a
frequent tactic of the Ku Klux Klan). During Reconstruction especially,
white mobs and supremacist groups were pervasive in Arkansas. When
this violence incited larger events, they were referred to as race riots or
race wars. These riots could last from one day to twenty years (as was
the case in Paragould). White violence against Black people was the
defining aspect of race riots, though the impetus also typically included
economic or political elements.

In Arkansas, race riots typically followed three patterns based on the
demographics of the area. In areas with a large population of Black
people, race riots were violent and often deadly as white residents used
force in an attempt to preserve the social order that favored them.

The most famous case of this in Arkansas is the Little Rock riot outside
Central High School in 1957, when a white mob gathered to protest
desegregation. (See Little Rock Nine Topic Guide)

In places with a low population of Black people, riots consisted of white
mobs trying to force out the minority Black residents by infimidation or
violence. This practice of expulsion led to “sundown towns,” places

that were known to drive out or prohibit Black people from living there.
Sundown towns were common in the northwestern part of Arkansas. The
most notorious Arkansas instances of such “ethnic cleansing” occurred
in Boone County in 1905 and again in 1909, when the white citizenry of
Harrison forcefully drove out almost all of the town's Black residents.

The final type of race riot occurred in well-established Black
communities, such as Pine Bluff, and happened frequently across the
state during the Civil Rights movement. White mob violence resulted in
Black residents working together to protect themselves from attacks.
These defensive riots created a vicious cycle of white mobs preemptively
assaulting Black people, whom they suspected of planning protests to
protect themselves from these selfsame white mobs.

The deadliest race riot in Arkansas, and one of the worst racial conflicts
nationwide, was the Elaine Massacre in 1919. Elaine had more Black
residents than white residents, and this race riof followed the deadly



pattern typical of this type of demographic. White Arkansans gathered to stop what they labeled as
an insurrection by the Black residents. It is estimated that a white mob of up to a thousand people
gathered in Elaine. By the end of this race riot, white mobs had indiscriminately killed hundreds of
Black residents. This racial conflict was further drawn out as hundreds of other Black residents were
charged with various crimes after being attacked by white mobs. This led to a long court process as
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) worked with local lawyers
to save Black Arkansans from the death penalty. (See Elaine Massacre Topic Guide)

Arkansas race riots were such significant events that they were often reported in newspapers outside
the state. Some of the best reports of these events are dispatches from Arkansas, including first-hand
accounts, printed in papers throughout the country.

Find more of our topic guides at https://digitalheritage.arkansas.gov/newspapers/.

Further information about this topic can be found in the Encyclopedia of Arkansas, courtesy of the

Central Arkansas Library System at https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/.
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