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RACIST ROOTS
ORIGINS OF NORTH CAROLINA’S  

DEATH PENALTY

Center for Death Penalty Litigation

THE PROJECT

CHAPTER 1:  
SLAVERY AND

JIM CROW

In antebellum North Carolina, people  
could be executed for helping an  
enslaved person escape or joining an  
anti-slavery rebellion, among many  
other things. Special courts existed to  
impose the death penalty against  
enslaved people.

Between 1865 and 1910, North  
Carolina executed 160 people, and at  
least 119 of them were African  
American. Another 14 were listed as  
race unknown.
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• Lethal force and threats of death were used  
to maintain the institution of slavery

• Historical Event: Nat Turner’s Rebellion and  
Duplin County’s Response

• “Legal” Racism: Special laws and courts to
impose the death penalty against enslaved
Black people.

• At the end of slavery, White Supremacy  
was maintained by perpetuating the myth  
of Black criminality and relying on public  
violence against Black communities  
through lynchings and public executions

• Historical Event: Wilmington Massacre

• “Legal” Racism: Even after the Civil War, only  
Black individuals were sentenced to death for  
being convicted “of an assault with an intent to  
commit rape upon the body of a white female.”

An 1898 cartoon in the News & Observer shows how those in power stoked  
fears of Black inhumanity and criminality, which still echo today.

CHAPTER 2: A  
CENTRALIZED

DEATH PENALTY

• Between 1910 and 1961, the state  
executed 362 people behind Central  
Prison’s closed doors.

• Almost 80 percent of them were  
Black.

• African Americans made up 90  
percent of those executed for  
burglary and rape, crimes perceived  
by whites to be the most racially  
transgressive.

HIDING OUR RACISM  
BEHIND PRISON WALLS

• Lynchings continued in this time period, and
some trials closely resembled them.

• NC moved to hide the brutality and racism of
the death penalty by shutting communities of
color out from the execution chamber.

• Case Example: Alvin Mansell

A photo believed to be Alvin Mansell.  
Courtesy of Seth Kotch.
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CONTINUED MYTH OF
CRIMINALITY AND DANGER

• In March 1910, Walter Morrison, a Black man convicted of  
rape in Robeson County, became the first to die by  
electrocution.

• In 1951 in North Carolina, a Black man was prosecuted for  
assault with intent to rape for allegedly looking at a  
seventeen-year-old white girl inappropriately — from seventy  
feet away.

• Today, if a defendant is accused of killing a white victim,  
they are two times more likely to receive a death sentence.

The Birth of a Nation, a 1915 film that idolized the Klu Klux Klan, perpetuated the  
stigma and fear that the Black community was a danger to white morals, often  
portraying Black men as a threat to a white woman’s virtue

1994: A JUROR’S VIEW ON
THE DEATH PENALTY

CHAPTER 3: BACKLASH TO FURMAN

By the 1950s, North Carolina had succeeded in depriving African Americans of all  
meaningful civil rights and relegating them to second-class citizenship. As Jim Crow  
became firmly entrenched, the death penalty was less necessary as a symbolic tool and  
fell into disuse. After 1961, state executions in North Carolina stopped altogether.

The Civil Rights movement picked up national attention, shining light on the Jim  
Crow practices of the South and inciting calls for change.

In 1972, the U.S. Supreme Court capped a series of polarizing decisions — including  
desegregating schools and outlawing poll taxes — by striking down the death penalty  
nationwide

The Greensboro Four in 1960, at the Woolworth’s lunch counter sit-
in that sparked a national movement.
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FURMAN AND
REINVIGORATING THE  

DEATH PENALTY

“Law and order” became the rallying cry for those opposed  
to the Civil Rights Movement. Support for capital  
punishment, which had been plummeting nationally,  
suddenly spiked.

In 1976, the Supreme Court reinstated the death penalty,
stating it was necessary to avoid “the seeds of anarchy —
of self-help, vigilante justice, and lynch law.”

In McCleskey v. Kemp, the court acknowledged the death  
penalty’s racially disproportionate impact but allowed  
executions to continue anyway.

Juries began sentencing people to die at rates that  
outpaced almost every other state in the nation. North  
Carolina now has one of the largest death rows in the  
country.

CHAPTER FOUR:  
MASS

INCARCERATION

“In our courts, African-
Americans are more  
harshly treated, more  
severely punished and  
more likely to be presumed  
guilty.” – North Carolina  
Supreme Court Chief  
Justice, Cheri Beasley

THE MODERN DEATH MACHINE

• The criminal punishment system became a primary tool of  
white supremacy, the new Jim Crow, with the death  
penalty as the ultimate punishment.

• North Carolina’s death row residents are  
disproportionately black and almost exclusively poor. Most  
are accused of crimes against white victims. Many had all-
white juries. And the state continues its fight to execute  
them.

• In Rutherford County between 1990 and 2009, prosecutors  
sought the death penalty in every single case in which a  
defendant of color was accused of killing a white victim.
Ryan Garcell was one of them. By contrast, prosecutors  
held capital trials in only 6 percent of other cases.
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CHALLENGING  
PROSECUTORS

• Juries are almost all white in  
North Carolina. A study shows  
that Black jurors are twice as  
likely to get struck from a capital  
jury than their white  
counterparts.

• In case after case, prosecutors  
used racist language to entice  
white juries to vote for death —
encouraging them to weave the  
metaphorical strands of evidence  
into a “rope” or referring to a  
defendant as a “big Black bull.”

HIGHLIGHTING  
RACIAL HISTORY  
WHEN IT’S NOT  

EXPLICIT

• Elton McLaughlin: Post-conviction  
counsel raised an intellectual disability  
claim in Mr. McLaughlin’s defense.

• The Law: NC law at the time required IQ  
tests to be administered by a licensed  
psychiatrist or psychologist.

• The Context: He went to a segregated  
school that didn’t have the resources for a  
school psychologist. There was a lynching in  
Bladen County a mile away from that same  
schoolhouse.

LEARN ABOUT RACIAL HISTORY IN  
NORTH CAROLINA AND THE U.S.

• Racist Roots Website: https://racistroots.org/

• Lethal State: A History of the Death Penalty in North Carolina, Seth Kotch

• Wilmington's Lie: The Murderous Coup of 1898 and the Rise of White Supremacy, David  
Zucchino

• Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America, Ibram X.  
Kendi

You can also reach out to CDPL’s Racist Roots Project Team to Schedule a more in-depth  
presentation or request information about county-specific data we may already have.

Madhu Swarna, Staff Attorney  

mswarna@cdpl.org
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