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

This is the third of four weekly installments of a Timeline Summary tracking voting rights history 
of Black people in the United States. Week 2 summarized the important events which occurred 
during the Civil War and up to President Lincoln’s death. This week summarizes events which 
occurred during Reconstruction and up to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. 

 May 29, 1865 – President Andrew Johnson issued Reconstruction proclamations; 

offered amnesty, property rights and voting rights to all but the highest-ranking 

Confederate officials (most of whom he pardoned a year later). 

 December 6, 1865 – The Thirteenth Amendment is ratified and becomes part of the 

Constitution  

 February 7, 1866 – President Johnson said state majorities should decide voting rights. 

 March 1866 – (Turnbull) Civil Rights Act of 1866 is passed. It bestows citizenship rights 

on all born in the U.S. and bars deprivation of any right on basis of race or color.  

(Note:  Voting is not considered a covered right by Congress). President Johnson vetoed 

the Act. Congress overrode the veto. 

 June 13, 1866 – Fourteenth Amendment is passed in Congress. It states that all persons 

born or naturalized in U.S. are citizens and assured of all associated rights, privileges and 

protections. (It does not guarantee voting rights.) 

 March 2, 1867 – March 11, 1868 -- Congress passed four Reconstruction Acts that laid 

groundwork for the new state constitutions and for readmission of 10 of the 11 

southern states into the Union. 

 December 3, 1867 – In a speech to Congress, President Johnson opposes Black voting 

rights. 

 July 9, 1868 – Fourteenth Amendment is ratified and becomes part of the Constitution. 

 February 27, 1869 – Congress passes Fifteenth Amendment, which states that the right 

to vote cannot be denied on basis of race, color or previous condition of servitude. 

 1869 – Freedman’s Bureau is dissolved. 

 February 3, 1870 – Fifteenth Amendment is ratified and becomes part of the 

Constitution. 

 1870 – Hiram Reeves (R-MS) becomes first African-American U.S. Senator. (serves 1 

year)  

 1870 – Joseph Hayne Rainey (R-SC) becomes first African-American U.S. Representative. 

[Note: There have been 156 black U.S. Representatives in Congress out of about 11000 

total]. 

 1873 – Slaughterhouse case – White butchers objected to a bribe-induced state law 

requiring them to do business at the Slaughterhouse Company. Defense (state) asserted 

there is a difference between federal citizenship and state citizenship; Supreme Court 

majority opinion stated:  “We doubt very much whether any action of a state not 

directed by way of discrimination of the negroes as a class, or on account of their race, 

will ever come within the purview of this provision.” (Note:  still cited ‘Miller doctrine’ 



used to shield policies intended to discriminate against Black people without using 

overtly racial language.) 

 Panic of 1873-1879 – This was the first major economic depression of American 

industrial capitalism. Carnegie and Rockefeller monopolies ‘monitored’ their industries 

and by the end of the century reflected the white political monopolies steering the 

South.  

 1875 – Civil Rights Act of 1875 (testimony to Senator Charles Sumner) outlawed racial 

discrimination in jury selection, public transportation, and public accommodations but it 

required Blacks to seek redress in the expensive and hostile courts. There were no 

further meaningful efforts at enforcement. 

 1875 – Blanche K. Bruce (R-MS) becomes second African-American U.S Senator (serves 

from 1875-1881) 

 1876 – Bargain of non-interference essentially ended federal oversight of 

Reconstruction 

 Fall 1890 – Henry Cabot Lodge introduces Federal Elections Bill (“Force Bill”) to mandate 

federal supervision of elections when local voters petitioned Washington about voter 

fraud. The bill did not pass due to southern opposition. 

 August 12, 1890 – Mississippi constitutional convention includes “literacy test” 

“understanding clause” in constitution (subjective, ask to interpret some part of the 

state constitution.) 

 1890-1900 – All former Confederate and some border states enact race-veiled voting 

restrictions. Also, there is enhanced use of felony disenfranchisement to block Black 

people from voting. 

 1896 – Louisiana passes “grandfather clauses” to keep former slaves and their 

descendants from voting. The percentage of registered Black voters drops from 44.8% in 

1896 to 4% four years later. Other southern states follow Louisiana’s lead. 

 1940 – Only 3% of eligible African-Americans in the South are registered voters.  

 1954 – Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education. Ruling determines 

racial segregation in American public schools is unconstitutional.  
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