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Throughout the American colonial era racial distinctions were not the principal legal or conventional means employed to restrict the right to vote or to hold office.  The concepts of “freeman” and “freeholder” along with additional gender, age, religion and wealth requirements ensured that the number of individuals eligible to vote remained small relative to the colonial population.  Among those eligible, however, adult African-American male propertyholders were permitted to and did cast ballots in at least South Carolina, North Carolina and Virginia.  In the eighteenth century, a few colonies devised and adopted race-based restrictions, but the right to vote in other colonies remained free of similar limitations.

The American Revolution did not prompt a radical redefinition of the right to vote.  In 1786, only two of the original thirteen states (Georgia and South Carolina) expressly restricted voting privileges to the eligible white population.   The U.S. Constitution, written in 1787, recognized the authority of the states to define the right to vote.  Between 1776 and 1860, about one-third of the states permitted voting by free African-American adult males.  Race-based voter eligibility restrictions became increasingly more common in the nineteenth century, especially among the states admitted into the Union after 1787.  Among the twenty non-original states added before the American Civil War, only Vermont, Maine and temporarily Kentucky (1792-1799) and Tennessee (1796-1834) did not explicitly limit voting rights to “free,” “white” males.

Ironically, as states gradually broadened their electorates by abandoning their original property, tax payment, and religion requirements, many added explicitly racialist definitions of the right to vote into their state constitutions.  The 1858 Oregon constitution, for example, expressly prescribed that: “No Negro, Chinaman, or mulatto, shall have the right of suffrage.”  By 1860, free African-American adult males were legally able to vote in only five states.  A sixth state, New York, imposed racially-based registration and property restrictions in 1811 and 1821, effectively curtailing African-American voting.  In 1849, Wisconsin voters approved a legislature-endorsed act extending the right to vote to African-American males, but a state elections board refused to recognize the new eligibility standard; as a result, this statutory grant did not become effective until after the Civil War.   Although formidable, constitutional, statutory and administrative bars against voting were not always fully enforced, especially at the local level.  Indeed African Americans voted in Maryland as late as 1810, although they were denied the right in a 1783 statute and again by the 1802 state constitution; and John Mercer Langston, although denied voting rights by Ohio’s Constitution, was elected a township clerk in 1855, thereby becoming the first African-American elected official in the United States. 
Neither the Civil War nor ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment (1865), which banned slavery, altered the racially discriminatory pre-War understanding of the right to vote.  In the South, this recalcitrance was not surprising because until the federal government imposed military rule over the region in 1867, these states were governed by many of the pro-slavery state political elites who had engineered and supported secession in 1860 and 1861.  Suffrage reform, it must be noted, also was not forthcoming in many Northern states.  In the immediate wake of the Civil War, legislatures and voters in nine Northern states rejected state constitutional amendments that extended voting rights to African-Americans.  Abolitionist activists like Frederick Douglas and members of the Republican-controlled U.S. Congress, however, continued to push for national suffrage 

reform, advocating and enacting numerous Reconstruction acts and the Fourteenth Amendment (1868).  The latter constitutional Amendment recognized African-Americans as full citizens of the United States, guaranteed all persons equal protection of the law, and provided a mechanism for reducing a state’s federal representation if it denied or abridged voting rights to any eligible male voters.  Congress never used the latter mechanism, but it made ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment a precondition for readmission of each secessionist state into Congress.  Under the leadership of the Republicans, Congress additionally enacted the Fifteenth Amendment.  Ratified in 1870, this Amendment barred states from denying or abridging the right to vote on account of race, color or previous condition of servitude, and it empowered Congress with the legislative authority to enforce this amendment.  

The federal government’s Reconstruction program and commitment to African-American voting rights supported dramatic changes in the states that had been placed under military rule.   By 1868, more than 800,000 African-Americans had registered to vote as did approximately 660,000 eligible white voters.  In addition to exercising their newly acquired right to vote, African-American males also participated in political party and state constitutional conventions, and as elected and appointed state and local government officials.  Between 1869 and 1901, twenty African-Americans also served as U.S. Representatives and Blanche K. Bruce and Hiram R. Revels represented Mississippi as the first and only African-American U.S. Senators until Edward Brooke represented Massachusetts in the U.S. Senate from 1967 until 1979.        

These electoral reforms and political achievements, however, were repeatedly resisted, tempered and eventually overcomed by the organized violence, voter intimidation, and electoral fraud tactics employed by white supremacist groups like the Ku Klux Klan and their various political supporters.  In Louisiana alone, more than 2,000 were killed or injured before the 1868 Presidential election.  The same year in Georgia, white legislators gained control over the state legislature by fraudulently expelling thirty legally elected African-American state legislators.  Congress responded to these and similar events, compiling testimony from the individuals affected, proposing the Fifteenth Amendment, and enacting additional enforcement legislation in 1870, 1871 and the Civil Rights Act in 1875.  Resistance to African-American suffrage continued in the South, becoming politically acceptable and increasingly invidious with each success.  The national government’s role in the Reconstruction of the South also decreased after the contested 1876 Presidential election of Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and the subsequent withdrawal of federal supervision and military protection of the right to vote.  Over the next four decades, Southern state legislatures, governors, judiciaries and numerous local governments systematically enacted and supported segregationist policies and electoral devices designed to accomplish under the cover of law what the Fifteenth Amendment expressly prohibited.  These devices included locally-administered registration laws; literacy, understanding and good character tests; cumulative poll taxes; criminal disenfranchisements; white party primary elections; closed political party membership rules; racially-skewed redistricting plans; and so-called grandfather clauses, which effectively exempted some white voters from state voter restrictions.   As a result of these exclusionary devices and practices, the number and political weight of African-American voters declined substantially in every Southern state and the region fell under the one-party political domination of the Democratic Party.  As Figure 1 reveals, the exclusion of African-Americans from the electorate and the concomitant loss of party competition throughout the South depressed voter turnout from the 1870s to 1919.      
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Southern states included: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia.  Note also that intradecennial state population based upon straightline interdecennial interpolation of U.S. Census numbers.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, civil rights activists like W.E.B. DuBois and civil rights organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), established in 1909, initiated and sustained more organized private efforts to protect and to restore African-American civil rights.  Many of the initial successes of these efforts were achieved in litigation that challenged the constitutionality of state voting restrictions.  In Guinn v. United States (1915), for example, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld Oklahoma literacy tests but found the state’s grandfather clause to be an unconstitutional attempt to evade the Fifteenth Amendment.  In Nixon v. Herndon (1927) and Nixon v. Condon (1932), the Court determined that all-white primary systems were unconstitutional if they were authorized by state action.  Subsequently, in U.S. v. Classic (1941) and Smith v. Allwright (1944), the Supreme Court ruled against the constitutionality of all-white primary elections.  In Gomillion v. Lightfoot (1960), the Court furthered the dismantling of state-supported disfranchisement schemes when it struck down a local Alabama redistricting plan that intentionally discriminated against African-Americans.   

Many factors, including long-term emigration patterns and the immediate need to desegregate the U.S. military during World War II, renewed Congress’s interest in civil and voting rights reform in the 1940s.  In 1942, Congress exempted U.S. soldiers from state voter poll taxes, but Southern state Senators repeatedly rejected or filibustered legislative efforts to broaden civil rights guarantees over the next two decades.  Despite the setbacks in Congress, civil rights and voting rights reformers pursued their goals by mobilizing and orchestrating public protests and demonstrations throughout the South.  Finally, in 1957 and 1960, Congress managed to enact two new Civil Rights Acts.  The legislation created the Civil Rights Commission and authorized litigation by the U.S. Attorney General against voting rights violations.  The Commission proved especially useful because it gathered and reported statistics that detailed the extent to which African-Americans remained excluded from participating in U.S. elections.  In 1962, Congress responded by endorsing the Twenty-fourth Amendment, which banned state poll taxes required for voting in federal elections.  Civil rights demonstrations and voter registration drives continued throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s, although they often were met with local and sometimes lethal levels of violence.  In 1964, Congress enacted a more expansive and enforceable Civil Rights Act, and in the aftermath of nationally televised attacks against a peaceful civil rights march in Selma, Alabama, President Lyndon Johnson and Congress approved the 1965 Voting Rights Act.  The Act banned literacy tests and other racially discriminatory devices, and it guaranteed direct federal supervision of voter registration, voting procedures, and elections in seven Southern states and several non-Southern states as well.  In 1966, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the Voting Rights Act and extended the federal elections ban on poll taxes to state elections.  

Congress amended and extended the protections of the Voting Rights Act in 1970, 1975, and 1982.  In the states and jurisdictions covered by the Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act and its amendments had immediate and longer-term effects upon African-American voter registration, electoral participation and political officeholding.   In Mississippi, for example, the voting age percentage of the non-white population registered to vote increased from 6.7 to 59.8 percent between 1965 to 1967.  Today African-Americans register and vote at rates approximately similar to other ethnic groups.  Federal protection of African-American voting rights also has supported increases in the number of African-American elected officials.  In 1967, more than 200 African Americans were elected to state and local offices in Southern states--twice the number elected before the Act.  Today, there are 38 African-American Members of Congress, almost 600 African-American state legislators, and more than 8,400 additional local elected officials.   
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