A Journal of Rhetoric in Society

In the Words of
the 'Last Rhodesian":

Dylann Roof and South Carolina's
Long Tradition of White Supremacy,
Racial Rhetoric of Fear,
and Vigilantism

Travis D. Boyce and Winsome Chunnu Brayda
University of Northern Colorado and Ohio University

Present Tense, Vol. 5, Issue 2, 2015.
http://www.presenttensejournal.org | editors@presenttensejournal.org



http://www.presenttensejournal.org/
mailto:editors@presenttensejournal.org

®
Present Tense

In the Words of the '‘Last Rhodesian':
Dylann Roof and South Carolina's
Long Tradition of White Supremacy,

Racial Rhetoric of Fear, and Vigilantism
Travis D. Boyce, Winsome Chunnu Brayda

On Wednesday, June 17, 2015, Dylann Roof, a
twenty-one-year-old South Carolina native and
self-identified White supremacist, entered the
historic Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal
(AME) Church in Charleston, South Carolina.
After sitting through the Bible study with ten
parishioners, Roof stood up, brandished a .45
caliber handgun, and took aim at one: eighty-
seven-year-old Susie Jackson. Immediately, her
nephew, Tywanza Sanders (twenty-six),
intervened and tried to convince Roof to put
down his gun. However, Roof replied with a
rhetoric commonly used among White
supremacists: "l have to do it. You rape our
women, and you're taking over our country. And
you have to go." Roof subsequently killed nine.
He allegedly attempted suicide but was out of
ammunition, so he fled only to be apprehended
by authorities within hours in Shelby, NC
(Corasaniti et al.).

As for Roof's motive, he said he was trying to
start a race war. His website's rhetoric shows a
fear of Whites becoming outnumbered, with the
United States being overtaken by non-Whites.
His website, The Last Rhodesian, tried to justify
White supremacy. He showed photos of himself
with racist symbols (see Figures 1 and 2).

Historically, Whites have had immense privilege.
However, after the Civil Rights movement, the
concept of Whiteness became associated (by
the public) with racists. It became uncivil to
deconstruct Whiteness publicly in polite society
(Kennedy et al. 366). For example, those people
initially downplaying the racial motives of Roof's
murders included White supremacists (such as
the Council of Conservative Citizens and the Ku
Klux Klan) and politicians. In essence, their
rhetorical tactic was to blame Roof as a lone
wolf, rather than addressing the murders at a
structural level (Graham). Politicians avoided the
race issue (Wing; Bailey 291-313); for example,
Mike Huckabee argued that concealed-carry
laws could have stopped Roof (Chasmar).

The FBI did not say Roof was a domestic
terrorist, perhaps because Roof did not have
official ties to supremacy groups. But his act
derives from a long legacy of State-supported
racial supremacy and violence, grounded on
Whites' fear of subjugation. The "why" of Roof's
crime can be better understood by looking at
the past. This article links Roof's racist rhetoric
with South Carolina's history of anti-Black
rhetoric and violence to illustrate that the state's
past needs to be acknowledged as a precursor
to Roof's criminality.
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Echoing Senator Ben Tillman

Roof's rhetoric uses personal experiences and
racial stereotypes. His manifesto begins with his
racial awakening: the 2013 George Zimmerman
verdict. His internet search for "Black on White
crime” led him to the Council of Conservative
Citizens website. He promotes several ideas
based in racism. First, that African Americans
(and non-Anglos) cause society's problems.
Second, he fears race-mixing and White
extinction. Third, he urges Whites to protect the
homeland. A positive example, he says, is
apartheid South Africa, where Whites made up
less than ten percent of the population, but
controlled the Black majority for almost fifty
years. His domain name, The Last Rhodesian (in
reference to the former apartheid state
Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe), revels in the idea of
a White minority controlling a Black majority. He
wore Rhodesia's flag along with the apartheid-
era South African flag (see Fig. 1). Zarefsky
defined this as a rhetorical transaction—more
than text, rather an entire performance (609).
Posing with the flags is as significant as the
sentences in the manifesto. The symbols and the
words convey his appeal for a return to White
dominance.

Fig. 1: Dylann Roof's Facebook Image. On his jacket
are the flags of apartheid-era South Africa (top) and
Rhodesia (bottom). From Roof's Facebook, courtesy of
the New York Daily News (June 18, 2015).

Roof ends his manifesto with the following
declaration, which anticipates his crime:

"...no one['s] doing anything but talking on the
internet. Well someone has to have the bravery
to take it to the real world, and | guess that has
to be me" (Roof).

Note that Roof frames the task as a rather
military operation. It is uncanny how his
manifesto reasoning echoes the racial rhetoric
of Benjamin "Pitchfork” Tillman, former
Governor of South Carolina (1890-1894) and US
Senator (1895-1918). Tillman advocated the
disenfranchisement of African Americans. He
had been a teen during the Civil War. After the
war, he saw African Americans become citizens
(with the right to vote) and become elected to
office ("Reconstruction"). For example, by 1877,
South Carolina had sent eight African Americans
to Congress, elected two as lieutenant
governors, one as justice to the state's Supreme
Court, as well as many who were elected to the
state's legislature and local offices (Boyce and
Chunnu-Brayda 270-271). Because Blacks made
up a majority in many areas in the South, White
fear of extinction and subjugation turned into
hate rhetoric and violence by paramilitary
organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan, the
White League, and most notably in South
Carolina, the Red Shirts (Gillin 86-87; Kantrowitz
3). Such tactics were sanctioned by the
Democratic Party and, ultimately, by the state
when Democrats regained power.

When Tillman became a politician, his rhetoric
was much like Roof's. For example, at a political
meeting, Tillman exclaimed that he would
"willingly lead a mob in lynching a negro who
had committed an assault upon a white woman"
(Kantrowitz 169). On the floor of the US Senate,
Tillman defended lynching and mob violence on
Blacks in the defense of White womanhood
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("Speech of Senator Benjamin R. Tillman"). Like
Tillman, Roof justified his actions as being in
defense of White women. To Roof, White
women who engage in interracial relationships
are "victims" who need to be saved, rhetoric very
similar to racists before him.

Tillman defamed Black elected officials as
corrupt. In one report, he alleged that "black
members of the Reconstruction state legislature
had indulged in expensive and needless articles,
such as 40 cent spittoons, 25 cent hat pegs, $4
looking glasses, $200 crimson plush sofas,
champagne, and $600 mirrors, in addition to
defrauding the people with extravagant printing
cost" (Dray 339-340). Tillman's vilification is
echoed in Roof's manifesto, where Roof insists
that Blacks are incapable of self-rule.

Tillman was able to attract a sizable national
following (Kantrowitz 269). His brand of racism
(blaming society's ills on the "hot-headedness"
of Blacks, as well as the threat of Black political
empowerment) drew much interest. Like
Tillman, Roof says that Blacks have a violent
nature that requires Whites to subdue themin
order to protect the political and social
structure. Moreover, when prominent African
American leader Booker T. Washington dined at
the White House with President Theodore
Roosevelt, an enraged Tillman stated, "The
action of President Roosevelt in entertaining
that nigger will necessitate our killing a
thousand niggers in the South before they will
learn their place again" (Kantrowitz 259). Here
Tillman is invoking the rhetoric of a race war due
to the hint of Black progress.

Tillman's ascension into national politics and
warm reception by Whites was timely. By that
point, White supremacists had successfully
distorted the legacy of the Confederacy and the

Reconstruction era. They even built Confederate
monuments (which Roof visited prior to the
Charleston shootings) throughout the nation to
illustrate that the Confederacy was somehow
patriotic (Lowen 89). So as the State began to
back the suppression of Blacks, Tillman became
"the" spokesperson of White Supremacy and the
Confederate's Lost Cause. Roof's actions are a
testament to the lasting effects of Tillman's
rhetoric.

Murder, Violence, and Mayhem: The
Hamburg Massacre of 1876

Racial injustice and White terrorism are part of
the history of many states (not just in the South)
and often involve vigilantes killing Blacks for
alleged rape or murder of Whites. Such actions
are much like the killings by Roof, in which
extreme retribution is deemed necessary by
Whites to uphold the US social fabric.

Under the rhetoric of "good government,” which
became coded language for White supremacy,
this extreme retribution is related to the right to
bear arms (Emberton 194). America's forefathers
in 1776 fought England to gain independence,
and White paramilitary groups during the
Reconstruction era linked their struggle to that
of their forefathers. They wanted to topple the
Radical Republicans and their Black allies, and in
doing so they justified themselves as merely
protecting rights for Whites. One of those rights
was that it was only White men who had the
right to bear arms (Emberton 194-195). Whether
Roof clearly understood it or not, his ability to (a)
purchase a gun with a pending felony, then to
(b) pose with a gun with a Confederate flag,
symbolically represents this legacy of false
patriotism, White masculinity, and State-
sanctioned terrorism (see Figure 2).
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Fig. 2: Roof with a Confederate battle flag and a .45-
caliber Glock. Courtesy of The New York Times (June
20,2015).

One example of this legacy in South Carolina is
the Hamburg Massacre of 1876.

As historian Carole Emberton (197) notes, the
tragedy "galvanized the white supremacist
movement in its effort to control the Democratic
Party" (and in effect South Carolina politics).
Hamburg (near Augusta, Georgia) had about
five hundred predominately Black residents.
Blacks elected an official who governed the
town, and they had their own militia. That militia
was drilling on July 4, when two White menin a
carriage wanted to pass through. At first the
Whites were told to go around, but then they
were let through (Dray 234-235). The White
men told a judge what had happened, which led
to a hearing attended by White vigilantes
(including Benjamin Tillman). The militia refused
to disarm, which ultimately led to a massacre in
Hamburg by Whites of the militia and other
Blacks, being outnumbered. This emboldened
the state's Democratic Party to topple
Reconstruction (Dray 236-244). To the Whites,
the Black militia represented Black social
equality. It must have seemed to them that Black
militiamen were "taking over their country."
Thus, the Whites found a way to disarm the
Black militia. The same feeling is echoed in

Roof's claustrophobic statements in his
manifesto as well as at the murders, when he
says that Black people are taking over the
country. In his manifesto, he chides the
skinheads and Ku Klux Klan for their inaction. He
nominates himself to take on the charge (Roof).

Conclusion

The nation's contemporary politics are linked
inexorably with the political rhetoric of the past
and the nation's history. To make sense of Roof's
motives, we have to acknowledge history. While
politicians use "lone wolf" rhetoric to sidestep
the reasons for this murder, the country slips
further from confronting the problem of racism
today. What the nation needs is honest
conversation about structural racism and those
who promote White supremacy. Zarefsky has
noted that presidential rhetoric could assist in
shaping the public's understanding of an
issue/situation/crisis (613). After this horrific
event, politicians could have created a rhetorical
space that made a discussion about gun laws
and racial equality possible. They squandered
that moment.

In time, the narrative shifted from Roof to the
Confederate flag in front of South Carolina's
statehouse. The public's gaze went from Roof (as
an individual who is White) to the flag (a symbol
of Whiteness). No matter that the flag was
subsequently removed there and elsewhere; the
flag still haunts Black people, representing
perpetuated oppression, violence, hate, racism,
and White supremacy. History shows a visceral
divide between Black people and the State—a
political and geopolitical divide. The rhetoric
from the State is that Black people should fear
The State. A Black president alone is not enough
to combat racism.
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Can rhetoric teach us to "read" White
supremacy? By that we mean, can it teach us
why Roof murdered nine people, or why such a
tragedy might happen again? Understanding
the rhetoric is crucial because racism is one of
this nation's most compelling problems. In
reflecting on the rhetoric of racism, McPhail
states, "l am forced to ask if any language is
capable of overcoming the defense mechanism
of denial, silence, and innocence that
circumscribe and sustain the social and
psychological privileges of Whiteness" (45). If
this is true, the privilege of Whiteness will
prevent us from having this conversation now.
In the end, Roof's murder spree was a byproduct
of a legacy of State-supported racial supremacy
and violence grounded on Whites' fear of
extinction and subjugation.
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