
Voter Suppression in the 
United States
A supplementary lesson to Historic Huguenot Street’s online exhibit “Never Was a Slave:” Jacob 
Wynkoop, Free and Black in 19th Century New Paltz



Do Now: 

Answer the following questions:

● What was the purpose of the 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution? 

● What group of people did this amendment directly affect? 

● When was the 13th Amendment added to the Constitution? 



14th, & 15th Amendments to the Constitution
● Following the conclusion of the American Civil War and the 13th amendment to the United States 

Consitution which abolished the practice of Slavery in the U.S., the 14th and 15th amendments 
were passed in attempts to extend equal voting rights to Black Americans who were previously 
disenfranchised due to their race and conditions of enslavement. 

● The 14th amendment extended full citizenship and the rights it guaranteed to all people born and 
naturalized in the United States.

● The 15th amendment permitted all United States citizens the right to vote regardless of “race, 
color, or previous condition of servitude.”

● Though these amendments granted Black Americans equal voting rights on paper, many hurdles 
and obstacles would be put in their way to prevent them from exercising these rights. 



Opposition

Both prior to and following the Civil War, many Americans strongly 
opposed the extension of citizenship and voting rights to Black Americans. 
Read the following newspaper article from the September 14, 1860 edition 
of The New Paltz Times in which the author, Charles Ackert,  expresses his 
views on equal voting rights prior to a vote on the matter. The article is 
transcribed on the following slide. 
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Transcription of “Negro Suffrage:”
We call upon our readers - and we believe it to be the duty of every independent journalist - to examine the Election 
notice which we publish in our paper. It will be seen that every voter is called upon at the coming election to vote FOR 
the amendment of the Constitution in order to allow the negro general suffrage, or AGAINST the same. In the 
language of a cotemporary we do not believe in forcing down the throats of the Commonalty this black dose. Every 
one knows that it is repugnant to the ideas and prejudices of the masses. When negroes are admitted to social 
equality, when their children take their places in the schools and academies, in the churches, at the work-bench 
beside the white apprentice, then it will be time to make room for them at the ballet-box. These very politicians who 
attempt to force the people into this political association, would themselves recoil as from contamination if asked to 
walk, or sit, or eat with this proscribed class.  Now, the right of suffrage is that of which the poor white laborer is 
proudest of all his privileges.  It is the mark of his citizenship; and when you associate with him in it, a class that you 
consider as inferior, you evidently seek to degrade him.  That is why he resents this attempted change! There is still 
another fact.  We believe in keeping the races distinct. In other words, the negro black, and the white, white.  For in 
examining the statistics in Massachusetts, it will be seen the result of placing the negro on the same equality with the 
whites - 72 amalgamation marriages have taken place in that state, the past year.  We also believe - that white men 
are capable of making laws without the aid of a black man, for  themselves.

September 14, 1860

The New Paltz Times



Opposition

After reading the article, write down your responses to the following 
questions: 

1. Was this article published before or after the 13th Amendment was 
added to the Constitution? 

2. What is the author’s stance on equal voting rights for Black 
Americans? 

3. What arguments does the author use to defend his stance? 
4. Are the author’s arguments based on fact and reason, emotion and 

personal bias, or a combination of the two? (Logos vs. pathos)
5. How do you think this article made Black citizens of New Paltz feel 

at the time of its publication?



Opposition

Though the article you just examined is discriminatory and does not 

contain arguments based in fact, countless Americans during this 

era held the belief that suffrage should not be extended to Black 

citizens. As such, when the 14th and 15th Amendments were 

passed, Americans holding these inflammatory beliefs developed 

forms of legislation which would restrict the voting rights of Black 

citizens without technically violating the Constitution. 
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Suppression Tactics 

In order to prevent Black Americans from exercising their right to vote, white legislators in countless U.S. 
states, including New York and other northern states, enforced several kinds of discriminatory 
legislation. The following practices were commonly used to disenfranchise Black voters: 

● Poll taxes
● Property requirements
● Literacy tests
● Grandfather clauses



Poll Taxes

Poll taxes were a fixed fee which adults of eligible voting 
age were required to pay in order to vote.  This form of 
voter suppression directly targeted Black Americans by 
taking advantage of the systemic wealth inequality 
created by the institution of slavery and continuing 
discriminatory practices in post-Civil War America. Black 
Americans who were previously enslaved were never paid 
for their labor, and in their free lives, it was highly unlikely 
that they would receive the same rate of pay as white 
counterparts for the same work. As a result, it was often 
difficult for Black Americans to afford poll taxes. 
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Property Requirements

Many states also stipulated that a person must own a certain amount of property in order to exercise 
their right to vote. Similar to poll taxes, property requirements maintained that a person must have a 
certain amount of wealth or generational assets (such as inherited family land) as a prerequisite to 
enfranchisement.  Jacob Wynkoop, whose life you explored in the online exhibit, was a rare example of a 
Black American during this period who owned land and was able to vote as a result of it. Most Black 
Americans at the time were not afforded the opportunities which would allow them to amass the wealth 
needed to purchase property. 

On the next slide, you will see an excerpt from New York State’s 1821 Constitution which sets forth 
several different requirements, including property requirements, which one must meet in order to 
exercise their right to vote. Read the transcription then answer the questions provided on the next slide. 
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Transcription of Article II, Section 1 of the New York 
Constitution, 1821
“Every male citizen of the age of twenty-one years, who shall have been an inhabitant of this state one year preceding any election, 
and for the last six months a resident of the town or county where he may offer his vote; and shall have, within the next year 
preceding the election, paid a tax to the state or county, assessed upon his real or personal property; or shall by law be exempted 
from taxation; or, being armed and equipped according to law, shall have performed, within that year, military duty in the militia of this 
state; or who shall be exempted from performing militia duty in consequence of being a fireman in any city, town, or village in this 
state; and also, every male citizen of the age of twenty-one years, who shall have been, for three years next preceding such election, 
an inhabitant of this state; and, for the last year, a resident in the town or county where he may offer his vote; and shall have been, 
within the last year, assessed to labor upon the public highways, and shall have performed the labor, or paid an equivalent therefor, 
according to law, shall be entitled to vote in the town or ward where he actually resides, and not elsewhere, for all officers that now 
are, or hereafter may be, elective by the people; but no man of colour, unless he shall have been for three years a citizen of this state, 
and for one year next preceding any election, shall be seized and possessed of a freehold estate of the value of two hundred and 
fifty dollars, over and above all debts and incumbrances charged thereon; and shall have been actually rated, and paid a tax thereon, 
shall be entitled to vote at any such election. And no person of colour shall be subject to direct taxation unless he shall be seized 
and possessed of such real estate as aforesaid.”



Breaking Down Article II, Section 1

1. What requirements did a person have to meet in order to vote in New York State? List at least 

three requirements stated in the text. 

2. How did the requirements differ for white citizens and citizens of color?



Literacy Tests
Literacy tests put forth a slate of questions which must be answered correctly in order for a person to attain their 
right to vote. Varying on a state to state basis, the content of literacy tests included questions about American 
history and government, prompts to divulge personal information, and carefully crafted word and number 
puzzles meant to trick and confuse prospective voters. 

The administration of such exams excluded Black voters due to systemic inequalities present in the education 
system of the time. Many people who were previously enslaved were unable to read or write as they were not 
provided the resources to educate themselves during the time in which they were enslaved. As for the children of 
people who were previously enslaved, segregated schools designated for Black students were not allocated the 
same resources as schools for white students. As such, they typically received a lower quality of education and 
were strategically not guaranteed to do as well on literacy tests as people who received a higher quality of 
education. Purposeful systemic failures set Black voters up to fail these exams and relegate them from the voting 
booth. 

Over the next few slides, you will see actual literacy tests administered in order to determine whether or not a 
person may vote. Complete each test and compare to the answer key, where applicable. 
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Literacy Tests

Now that you have taken the sample literacy tests and scored your answers, answer the following 

questions: 

1. Did you find either of the tests to be difficult or confusing? 

2. What tactics were used in these literacy tests to ensure that they were difficult to pass?

3. Do you think the average, contemporary American voter could pass either of these exams? 



Grandfather Clauses

Though poll taxes, property, requirements, and literacy tests were designed to target Black voters, they 

also adversely affected poor and uneducated white voters. In order to reduce the impact on white voters, 

Grandfather Clauses were put into effect in many states. This legislation allowed prospective voters to 

bypass paying their poll tax, owning a specific amount of property, or passing a literacy test if their 

grandfather had the right to vote prior to the Civil War and the abolition of slavery. (Exact dates varied 

depending on the state issuing the legislation.) This legislation guaranteed white people the right to vote 

regardless of wealth or education while still maintaining discriminatory suppression tactics for Black 

voters. 



The Voting Rights Act of 1965

The voter suppression tactics utilized across the United States beginning 
in the 1860s were blatantly designed to prevent Black voters from 
exercising the rights granted to them by the 14th and 15th Amendments 
to the Constitution. In the 20th century, though, Black citizens and allies 
to the cause of racial justice mobilized and protested in order to bring 
awareness to the unfair treatment of Black people in America, including 
racially based voter suppression. After years of dedicated and hard work 
to the Civil Rights Movement, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed. 
This act outlawed discriminatory voter suppression tactics and paved the 
way for Black Americans and other non-white Americans to gain more 
equal voting rights. 

Image source: Social Welfare History 
Project via socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu



Review & Reflection Questions
1. What practices were used to restrict Black citizens from voting?

2. How did legislators ensure that these practices did not negatively affect white citizens? 

3. How do you think the practice of slavery influenced the way white Americans viewed Black people 
and their civil rights? 

4. Can you think of any ways voter suppression, targeted towards any demographic, persists in 
America? 


