
Black Americans and the Vote:  Long Time Coming, Still in Progress! 

This is the first of four weekly installments of a Timeline Summary tracking the voting rights history 
of Black people in the United States.  

Background:  The first Black people from Africa came to the North American continent with European 
explorers in the 1500s. Among the first Black people to settle in what is now the United States were 
Atlantic creoles (free people of African and European ancestry from islands off the west coast of 
Africa) who settled in the New Amsterdam (New York) and Maryland in the early 1600s. The first 
enslaved Black people in what is now the United States were “20 and odd” Africans among the cargo 
of a ship that landed in Jamestown in 1619. From 1501 to 1866 more than 12.5 million Africans were 
enslaved and shipped across the Atlantic (most of these to South and Central America and Mexico. 
Between 1701 and 1825 about 299,000 African slaves were purchased by Americans. Legal slave 
importation did not end until 1807 and legal slavery in the U.S. did not end until 1865.   

During the colonial period and leading up to the beginning of the Revolutionary War in 1776 societal 
forces (economic, moral, theological) clashed with regards to the institution of slavery. Southern 
colonies favored an enslaved labor force to support their predominantly agricultural economy while 
Northern colonies less economically dependent on slave labor were less supportive of the institution. 
Key dates and events during the period from the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783 to 
the beginning of the Civil War in 1861 include: 

 1777 -- The ‘Articles of Confederation’ was adopted by the Continental Congress. It was 

the initial compact of the 13 original colonies. Points of argument among the colonies 

included states’ rights (is state or federal law sovereign), representation (can enslaved 

people count for purposes of determining representation), funding of the government, 

and control of the Northwest territory (included land that is now states of Ohio, Indiana, 

Illinois, Michigan and Wisconsin). The Articles were finally ratified by all 13 states and 

took effect on March 1, 1781. The Articles basically allowed the central government to 

make foreign treaties, declare war, maintain an army and a navy, coin money and 

establish post offices. The individual states had authority over mostly everything else. 

Congress could make but not enforce laws. There were no provisions for amendment. 

 1787 – A Constitutional convention was convened and drafted the U.S. Constitution  

 1789 – U.S. Constitution became effective after ratification by two-thirds of the states. 

In Article I, the document specified that representation would be apportioned based on 

population numbers “…determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, 

including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, 

three fifths of all other Persons.” The Constitution includes Article V which provides a 

process for Amending the Constitution. However, the Article stipulates that no 

Amendment may be made prior to the year 1808 “…that shall in any Manner affect the 

first and fourth Clauses in the Ninth section of the first Article; and that no State, 

without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the Senate.” The first and 

fourth Clauses in the Ninth section of the first Article are as follows: 

o “The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing 

shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the 

Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on 

such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.” 



o “No Capitation or other direct, Tax shall be laid, unless in Proportion to the Census 

or Enumeration herein before directed to be taken.” 

 Opposition to slavery existed over the entire time of its existence in the North American 

colonies. For example, Quakers of Germantown (outside of Philadelphia) in 1688 wrote a 

petition to fellow Quakers that purchasing African slaves was equivalent to purchasing stolen 

property. The petition was considered too controversial and was buried in the files until the 

1800s. Over time anti-slavery efforts increased and, in the years leading up to the Civil War, 

abolitionist advocates and groups became more vocal and influential. Efforts made to 

decrease the friction between the northern and southern sections of the country over slavery 

included:  

o The Missouri Compromise of 1820 -- set the 36o30’ parallel as the boundary 

between free and slave territory in the Louisiana Purchase. However, further 

westward expansion to the Pacific resumed conflict. 

o Compromise of 1850 – It (a)provided for admission of California as a free state 

and establishment of two new territories --Utah and New Mexico—where voters 

could decide the status of slavery; (b)ended the slave trade in Washington, D.C. 

and (c)strengthened the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act [which authorized recapture of 

runaway slaves] by requiring appointment of fugitive slave commissioners who 

would issue warrants for arrest of alleged runaway slaves, determine if 

descriptions matched, and receive payment from the slaveholder claimant ($5 if 

alleged fugitive released; $10 if prisoner returned to the slaveholder claimant).  

o Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 – voided the Missouri Compromise; allowed voters 

to determine status of slavery in these territories (led to armed combat in Kansas) 

o March 7, 1857 – U.S. Supreme Court rules in Dred Scott case that Congress did not 

have authority to ban slavery in the territories.  

o October 16, 1859 – Abolitionist John Brown raids armory at Harper’s Ferry, 

Virginia hoping to incite a slave uprising  

 November 1860 – Abraham Lincoln, candidate for Republican Party which opposed 

further expansion of slavery, is elected president. 

 By March 1861 seven states (South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, 

Louisiana and Texas) had seceded from the Union and formed a confederacy. 

 April 12, 1861 – Civil War begins when federal troops attempt to resupply Fort Sumter 

in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. 
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