
© Routledge  

Document 1.7 “Riots and Mob Law” (1863) 
 
Even journalists for scientific publications commented on the disgraces that occurred during the New York City 
draft riots. This article about mob behavior was sandwiched between an article about simple locomotive engines 
and another about experiments with boiling water. 
 
The recent scandalous exhibitions of mob law which have disgraced the city are now over. The fires of passion are 
not quenched however, but smoulder. Within the confines of a great city is gathered every conceivable degree of 
moral worth and worthlessness. Restraint being removed, law being overborne, riot ensues as a natural 
consequence. The inference is plain; had the same prompt action ensued in this city which was adopted in Boston 
and other places upon the first appearance of the outbreak, families would not now mourn, property would not 
have been sacrificed, and the integrity and majesty of the law would have been unassailed. The same spirit reigns 
to day that existed two weeks ago, and were the authorities, either actually, or by confession or implication unable 
to stem the tide of ruin, similar scenes would be re-enacted. The riot was evidently planned before-hand, and 
carried out upon some basis of co-operation…. In proof of this statement we can cite personal knowledge of 
inflammatory telegrams dispatched from this city to the towns adjoining, which were pre-eminently calculated to 
cause trouble, and incite resistance to the lawfully constituted authorities. The panic which reigned here supreme 
for the first three days, extended also to the rural districts; but was promptly met by the energy of the authorities. It 
could as easily have been disposed of among us, had not incompetency, or something worse, left the city 
undefended. 
 
Of the political character ascribed to the mob we say nothing, because words are worse than useless on that head. 
If there was any deep-seated determination on the part of the rioters to deter the Government from carrying out 
the conscription, the futility of such a course is fully apparent now. We do not believe, however, that any such 
animus controlled them; and as for the assertion that the rioters were composed of mechanics, we utterly deny 
it….The real source from which the rioters were encouraged and recruited, was, and is, the mobs of young men who 
stand about street corners; without any special means of support they are yet dressed in the extreme mode, talk 
loudly, insult women, and are an unmitigated nuisance. Why they are permitted to thus congregate is a mystery to 
all well-disposed persons…. 
 
Atrocities of the most appalling kind, wholesale plunder, and indiscriminate destruction, are necessarily the results 
of mob rule. Let not the lesson be lost upon the authorities here and elsewhere. Mercy to the riotously disposed, is 
but an encouragement to them to continue their misdeeds; and the only alternative is to meet force with force, and 
violence by an unrelenting exercise of the full power of the law. Watchfulness and determination are yet 
imperatively necessary; and if these are exercised we have no fear that any renewed lawlessness will again disgrace 
our city. 
 
Source: Scientific American, August 1, 1863: 73–74. 
 


