
9

The new political structure was not the product of accident or other 
impersonal forces, nor of decisions demanded by the masses, nor even 
the white masses. The system which insured the absolute control of 
predominantly black counties by upper-class whites, the elimination 
in most areas of parties as a means of organized competition between 
politicians, and, in general, the nonrepresentation of lower-class in- 
terests in political decision-making was shaped by those who stood to 
benefit most from it—Democrats, usually from the black belt and 
always socioeconomically privileged. As this chapter will demonstrate, 
the disfranchisers articulated consciously elitist theories about suffrage 
and wrote these theories into law in a successful effort to re-form the 
polity.

Table 9.1 summarizes the chronology of the passage of restrictive 
statutes detailed in chapters 4 through 7. Compared to previous 
pictures of disfranchisement, this table emphasizes the large number 
of statutes, the importance of legislative as well as constitutional 
restriction, and the gradual nature of the process of legal suffrage 
limitation. As tables throughout this book have shown, the solid South 
did not crystallize immediately after Reconstruction.1 The electorate 
continued to be highly volatile in most Southern states for nearly two 
decades after Hayes withdrew the last troops. Disfranchisement, which 
finalized the transition from the Reconstruction to the one-party sys- 
tem, took more than three decades. It should also be noted, however, 
that the restrictive laws tended to come in waves. The high tides of the 
disfranchisement movements came in the years 1888 to 1893 and 1898 
to 1902. The former period coincided with the threat of a Republican 
resurgence associated with the proposed Lodge Fair Elections Bill;

1. Cf., e.g., Hilary A. Herbert, et al., Why the Solid South? Or, Reconstruction and Its Results.
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Table 9.1. Chronology of Passage of Major Restrictive Statutes in 
All Southern States, 1870-1910.

Tear
Poll
Tax

Regis
tration

Multiple- 
Box

Secret
Ballot

Literacy
Test

Property
Test

Under
standing 
Clause

Grand
father
Clause

1871 Ga.
1872
1873
1874
1875 Va.
1876
1877 Ga.
1878
1879
1880
1881 Va. (repealed)
1882 S.C. s.c.
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1888
1889 Fla. Tenn. Fla. Tenn.
1890 Miss. Miss. Miss. Miss.

Tenn.
1891 Ark.
1892 Ark.
1893 Ala. Ala.
1894 S.C. Va.
1895 S.C. s.c. S.C.
1896
1897 La. La.
1898 La. La. La. La.
1899 N.C. N.C.
1900 N.C. N.C. N.C. N.C.
1901 Ala. Ala. Ala. Ala.
1902 Va. Va. Va. Va.

Tex.
1903 Tex.
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908 Ga. Ga. Ga. Ga.
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the latter, with the ebbing of the Populist-Republican activities of the 
1890s. The threats made restriction seem necessary for Democratic 
prosperity; the defeat of the Lodge bill and the decline of the insurgency 
of the nineties helped make restriction possible.

The Fait Accompli Thesis

Tables 9.2 and 9.3 are designed to measure the impact of suffrage 
restriction and to test Key's fait accompli thesis. Table 9.2 is based on 
comparisons of actual voting and estimated voting by race in the last 
election before the first restrictive law was passed in each state, with 
similar data for the first election after the last restrictive law went into 
effect. In Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina, where two separate 
and effective laws were passed over the period of about a decade, two 
sets of election figures are provided.

The actual numbers given in table 9.2 are the proportionate reduc- 
tions in overall turnout, estimated white turnout, etc. These figures 
are computed by dividing the decrease in voting from the first to the 
second election in each pair by the percentage voting in the first elec- 
tion. In Alabama, for example, 70.5 percent of the voters turned out in 
the 1892 governor's race, but only 57.0 percent in 1896—a decline of 
13.5 percent. The proportionate reduction in turnout is equal to 13.5 
divided by 70.5, or roughly 19 percent. The other figures are calculated 
analogously.2

Table 9.2 shows that there were massive declines in turnout and 
opposition party strength after suffrage restriction. The reduction in 
overall turnout ranged from 7 percent in the second Georgia case to 
66 percent in Louisiana and averaged 37 percent.3 The reductions in 
estimated white turnout ranged from 3 percent in the first Georgia case 
to 46 percent in Louisiana, averaging 26 percent. Likewise, the re- 
ductions in estimated black turnout and the percentages of adult males

2. The unweighted averages of these percentage declines are given in parentheses on the 
last lines of tables 9.2 and 9.3. For an explanation of why I used the proportionate reduction 
statistics to measure the impact of restriction, see appendix B.

3. The first pair of Georgia elections deviate from the general pattern partly because the 
non-cumulative poll tax went into effect in 1871. Turnout had already been cut before 1876. 
Moreover, the 1876 turnout figures, as calculated, are smaller than they should be, because 
they are computed on the basis of the 1880 population. The declines from 1876 to 1880 should 
actually be higher than those given in the table, but because of the deficiencies of the 1870 
census, it is impossible to interpolate the correct figures.

The second pair deviates because disfranchisement had already been largely accomplished 
by 1908, as explained in chapter 7, above.



Table 9.2. Impact of Suffrage Restriction in the South: Proportionate 
Reduction in Overall Turnout and Estimated Turnout by Race, and in 

Percentage of Adult Males for Opposition Parties.

Percentage Reduction

State Elections
Overall
Turnout

Estimated
White

Turnout

Estimated 
Negro

Turnout

% of Adult 
Males for 

Opposition
Parties

Alabama 1892-1896 Gov.a 19 15 24 30
Alabama 1900-1904 Pres. 38 19 96 58

Arkansas 1890-1894 Gov. 39 26 69 72

Florida 1888-1892 Gov. 61 31 83 73

Georgia 1876-1880 Pres. 13 3 29 -7
Georgia 1904-1908 Pres. 7 23 -6 -16

Louisiana 1896-1900 Gov. 66 46 93 87

Mississippi 1888-1892 Pres. 57 34 69 60

No. Carolina 1896-1904 Pres. 46 23 100b 53

So. Carolina 1880-1884 Pres. 49 43 50 63
So. Carolina 1892-1896 Pres. 13 17 51 57

Tennessee 1888-1892 Gov. 19 4 68 13

Texas 1902-1904 Gov. 32 29 36 31

Virginia 1900-1904 Pres. 54 48 100b 61

Unweighted mean 37 (24)c 26 (19) 62 (32) 45 (12)

aThe notation means that the elections compared are the 1892 and 1896 governor’s 
races.

bIn these two cases, Negro turnout after disfranchisement was estimated to be negative. 
I then set the percentage reduction at 100%.

cFigures in parentheses are the unweighted means of percentage decline in turnout, etc.
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Table 9.3. Was There a Trend toward Declining Turnout and 
Decreasing Party Competition before Legal Disfranchisement?

Percentage Reduction

State Elections
Overall
Turnout

Estimated
White

Turnout

Estimated 
Negro 

Turnout

% of Adult 
Males for 
Opposition

Parties

Alabama 1888-1892 Gov. -9a -11 -11 -133
Alabama 1896-1900 Pres. 24 6 48 11

Arkansas 1886-1890 Gov. -3 -7 5 -3

Florida 1884-1888 Gov. 6 -16 29 20

Georgia 1872-1876 Pres. -30 -b -b 19c
Georgia 1900-1904 Pres. 2 -12 52c -6c

Louisiana 1892-1896 Gov. -6 0 -10 -67

Mississippi 1884-1888 Pres. 10 5 15 37

No. Carolina 1888-1896 Pres. 0 2 -6 1

So. Carolina 1876-1880 Pres. 6 -32 28 37
So. Carolina 1888-1892 Pres. 17c 13 15 -5

Tennessee 1884-1888 Gov. -1 -16 7 -8

Texas 1900-1902 Gov. 22 20 34 32c

Virginia 1896-1900 Pres. 16 11 23 20

Unweighted mean 4(2)d -3(-2) 18(8) -3(+1)
aA minus sign indicates a proportionate increase in turnout.
bI did not compute estimates for elections before 1876.
cProportionate reductions greater than comparable figures in table 9.1.
dFigures in parentheses are the unweighted means of the percentage decline in turnout, etc.

voting for parties other than the Democrats averaged 62 percent and 
45 percent, respectively.

Of course, correlation can never logically prove causation, and other 
things are never completely equal. But to prove that the relation be- 
tween the restrictive laws and the declines in turnout and party com
petition is spurious, one would have to show that the relationships 
could occur by chance or specify other factors which could account 
for the connection.4 Proponents and critics of the laws certainly believed

4. I computed "t" tests to determine whether the average declines and the proportionate 
reductions in turnout and opposition voting in table 9.2 were statistically significant. All were 
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the franchise limitations important. And reports of the pairs of elections 
disclose no changes in conditions which could explain such large de- 
clines. One could still reject the hypothesis of a causal relationship, 
however, if the decreases merely continued trends already begun. 
But the declines reflected ongoing trends in very few cases. In several 
states, in fact, the laws appear to have reversed tendencies toward 
greater participation and party competition, while in the rest, the 
statutes greatly intensified nascent proclivities among the voters or 
struck already declining segments of the electorate with coups de grace.

Table 9.3 shows the proportionate reduction in turnout and opposi- 
tion voting for the pairs of elections before the passage of disfranchising 
laws. Each pair of elections is directly analogous to the pair given in 
table 9.2. For example, since 9.2 compared the 1890 and 1894 gover- 
nors' races in Arkansas, 9.3 compares contests for the same position, 
the same interval apart, and ending with the first election in the 9.2 
pair.

Forty-nine of the fifty-four cells show less proportionate reduction 
than the comparable cells in table 9.2. The differences in the deviant 
Texas and South Carolina cells are only 1 percent and 4 percent, 
respectively. The remaining deviant cells refer to elections in Georgia, 
a special case explained more fully in chapter 7 and footnote 3 of this 
chapter.

Table 9.3 does show that Negro voting usually fell off somewhat 
immediately preceding the enactment of disfranchisement laws. Since 
these reductions were reflected in changes in the composition of legisla
tures, they were often large enough to allow the restrictionists' bills to 
carry. It is in this weak sense that the fait accompli hypothesis is useful. 
It was not necessary for the disfranchisers to decimate the opposition 
and end Negro voting entirely before disfranchisement. Rather, they 
had somehow to reduce dissent to whatever point it took to push a law 
through the legislature, pass an amendment at a referendum, or call a 
constitutional convention. Sometimes violence and intimidation alone 
accomplished the necessary reduction of their adversaries, as in

significantly different from zero at the .0005 level—i.e. such declines would be likely to occur 
by chance only five times out of ten thousand. The same test for statistical significance gave 
the following results for table 9.3: the declines and proportionate reductions in Negro voting 
were statistically significant at the .025 and .01 levels, respectively. None of the rest of the 
averages were significantly different from zero.



244 Shaping of Southern Politics

Mississippi; sometimes, short-term but large-scale fraud sufficed, as in 
Tennessee; and sometimes, legislative restrictions added to coercion 
and apathy made disfranchisement possible, as in North Carolina. 
Such a reformulation of Key's contention preserves his insight into the 
necessity for a stage previous to disfranchisement in which political 
activity was muted, without disregarding the efficacy of the restrictive 
laws themselves.

Indeed, the strategic importance of the declines in Negro turnout 
before the passage of the restrictive laws should not obscure the actual 
size of those declines. The average decline in Negro turnout in the pre- 
disfranchisement elections was 8 percent, the proportionate reduction 
18 percent. The decline and proportionate reduction figures for the 
elections immediately before and after disfranchisement were much 
more substantial—32 percent and 62 percent, respectively. Moreover, 
the death of opposition parties came after, not before disfranchisement. 
In several states, the opposition percentages were rising immediately 
before the Democrats enacted restrictive laws. Overall, the percentage 
change in the opposition totals in the elections preceding disfranchise
ment was very small (a 1 percent decline) compared to a 12 percent 
decline following disfranchisement. Further, average white turnout 
actually rose in the elections preceding enactment of franchise limita- 
tions; whereas, after the laws were put into effect, it immediately fell 
by 19 percent.

Table 9.4 may make the pattern of the relationships between op- 
position, participation, pre-disfranchisement actions, and disfran
chisement clearer by reducing the data from tables 9.2 and 9.3 and 
chapters 4 through 7 to schematic form. The checks and letters in the 
boxes indicate the presence of the attributes named at the top of each 
column. In Alabama in 1893, for example, the opposition party per- 
centage of the gubernatorial vote was high (i.e., over 40 percent), and 
that percentage, as well as the proportions of both Negro and white 
voting participation, increased over the 1888 percentage. Large-scale 
fraud probably occurred in the 1892 election. After the passage of the 
Sayre law in 1893, both opposition party and turnout percentages 
dropped. The rest of the cells in the table can be interpreted in a similar 
manner.

Small differences from state to state do not obscure the predominant 
pattern. White turnout and opposition to the Democrats were almost



Table 9.4. A Paradigm of the Transformation of Southern Politics: Patterns of 
Opposition and Turnout before and after Passage of Chief 

Disfranchisement Laws.

A. Before

State, Year 
of Passage

Opposition 
Threat

White 
Turnout 
Rising

Negro
Turnout

Declining

Widespread
Violence or 
Intimidation

Probable
Large-Scale

Fraud

Antecedent
Restrictive

Law

Ala. 1893 HR X X
Ala. 1901 X X
Ark. 1891-92 H X X X X
Fla. 1889-91 H X X X X
Ga. 1877 -b -b X
Ga. 1908 X X X X X
La. 1896-98 HR 0c X X
Miss. 1890 Rd X X
N.C. 1899-1900 H X X X
S.C. 1882 Hd X X X
S.C. 1895 R X X X
Tenn. 1889-91 HR X X X
Tex. 1902 X X X
Va. 1902 H X X

11-State Average H X X X X

B. After

State, Year 
of Passage

Opposition 
Threata

White Turnout
Declining

Negro Turnout
Declining

Ala. 1893 D X X
Ala. 1901 LD X X
Ark. 1891-92 D X X
Fla. 1889-91 D X X
Ga. 1877 L X X
Ga. 1908 L X X
La. 1896-98 D X X
Miss. 1890 LD X X
N.C. 1899-1900 D X X
S.C. 1882 D X X
S.C. 1895 LD X X
Tenn. 1889-91 D X X
Tex. 1902 LD X X
Va. 1902 D X X

11-State Average LD X X

aH signifies high opposition threat, R rising threat; L signifies low opposition threat, D,
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always high or rising, or both high and rising, before disfranchisement, 
but the opposition collapsed and the participation rates of whites and 
blacks both plummeted immediately after the institution of the new 
requirements. Extensive violence, intimidation, fraud, or a small but 
sufficient change in the election laws preceded passage of all major 
statutes and amendments. Although the relatively small declines in 
Negro voting previous to disfranchisement were enough to enable 
restrictive laws to pass, the laws did not simply mirror already estab- 
lished conditions. They had very large impacts on black and white 
turnout and voting for parties opposed to the Democrats.

Who Were the Disfranchisers?

If the laws and constitutional amendments making voting more 
difficult largely explain the declines in turnout and opposition to the 
Democrats, the important question becomes that of the identity and 
motivation of the disfranchisers and their enemies.

As chapters 4 through 7 showed, the proponents of disfranchisement 
were almost all Democrats; whereas, in state after state, the great 
majority of the Republicans and Populists opposed the bills in legisla
tures, conventions, and referenda. Only in North Carolina did large 
numbers of Populists back suffrage limitations, and even in that state, 
a majority of the People's Party men are estimated to have opposed the 
suffrage amendment.

Within the Democratic party, the chief impetus for restriction came 
from the black belt members. In the legislatures and conventions, the 
few men of real competence acquired positions of extraordinary im- 
portance. They drafted the bills, chaired the committees, corralled 
votes, gave the chief speeches, and directed strategy among the solons 
and propaganda among the masses. And in every state except Texas, 
the principal leaders in the fight for restriction came from counties 
with high proportions of Negroes. In Texas, two of the three key leaders

declining threat.
bNot computed.
cZero signifies no change in turnout.
dI designated the threat in Mississippi "rising" even though quick, renewed violence was 

sufficient to quash it before the 1890 election. In South Carolina, since the Republicans would 
have scored over 40 percent in the 1880 presidential contest with anything like a fair count, 
I designated the threat "high."
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of the final push for the poll tax were aspiring Democratic politicians, 
probably concerned with furthering the interests of their party and, 
consequently, their own careers. Although the other important leader, 
Alexander W. Terrell, lived in a predominantly white county, he shared 
two traits with many black belt leaders: he was a plantation owner 
and virulent racist.

Not only did the vast majority of the leaders reside in the black belt, 
almost all of them were affluent and well-educated, and they often 
bore striking resemblances to antebellum "patricians." Indeed, almost 
every one was the son or grandson of a large planter, and several of the 
older chiefs had been slaveholders before the war. To trace a composite 
picture of these men is to discover the classic Southern politico—a 
leading landowner and member of the county clique who often doubled 
as a lawyer or local newspaper editor, a successful operator in the arena 
of the state legislature who sometimes graduated to higher office, often 
a flowery rhetorician with a courtly manner and a touch (and some- 
times more) of the demagogue about him. Judges Thomas W. Coleman 
and A. D. Sayre of Alabama fit this pattern well, as did James P. 
Clarke and A. H. Sevier, Jr., of Arkansas, Samuel J. Turnbull and 
William Milton, Jr., of Florida, Governor Murphy J. Foster and Judge 
Thomas J. Semmes of Louisiana, Senator J. Z. George of Mississippi, 
Francis D. Winston and George Rountree of North Carolina, General 
Edward McCrady of South Carolina, J. H. Dortch of Tennessee, 
Senator John W. Daniel and Hal Flood of Virginia.5

In contrast, the principal white opponents of limitations on the 
electorate were so obscure that we know little of their lives. What 
information we have indicates that their common characteristics were 
(1) a willingness to affront the established powers by joining opposition 
parties and (2) residence in predominantly white counties, usually in the 
hills. Insofar as the Populists and Republicans represented the poorer 
whites, their leaders' position on the issue could be taken as evidence 
of poor white opposition to restriction.

But we also have more direct evidence of white class stands on
5. I have not been able to locate enough information on other key leaders to decide whether 

they run to type. Almost every one, however, did come from the black belt, and if the politics 
of their counties conformed to the usual pattern, their backgrounds probably resembled those 
of the men cited in the text. Of course, a few leaders—newspaper editors or publishers such as 
Carter Glass, Josephus Daniels, and Hoke Smith, and some city politicians such as Ernest 
Kruttschnitt of New Orleans—did not entirely fit the dominant pattern. 
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restriction. Table 9.5 presents the correlations between white wealth 
and votes on disfranchisement amendments for six of the seven states 
which held contended referenda on restriction.6 In five of the states, 
pro-disfranchisement sentiment was positively correlated and opposi- 
tion negatively correlated with wealth. Although both pro- and anti- 
restriction sentiments were negatively correlated with wealth in South 
Carolina, anti-disfranchisement voting there had a higher negative 
relation to wealth than pro-disfranchisement voting.

The regression coefficients in the second column of figures show just 
how strongly voting and wealth were related. In North Carolina, for 
instance, a county where the assessed wealth was $1,200 per white male 
could be expected, on the average, to vote for disfranchisement by 
a margin of about 48 percent to 28 percent, with 24 percent not voting. 
A county where the wealth averaged $200 could be expected to cast 
about 36 percent of its ballots for disfranchisement, 42 percent against, 
with 22 percent not voting. If wealth differences within counties were 
relatively small, on the average, then these figures show that poor whites 
were considerably less likely to favor and more likely to oppose suf- 
frage restriction than more affluent whites. At the very least the figures 
demonstrate that whites in the richer counties of the black belt supported 
disfranchisement much more fervently than those in the small farming 
counties in the hills.

Moreover, contrary to the traditional view, opposition to restriction 
was not confined to Caucasians.7 To be sure, there were Negroes who, 
tired of fighting Democratic violence and intimidation, angry at 
Republican failures to pass national legislation guaranteeing civil and 
political rights, and hopeless of ever getting a fair ballot count, dropped 
out of politics and counseled others to do likewise. A few blacks donned 
handkerchiefs and publicly acquiesced in the disfranchisement of their 
race. But many of their fellows fought valiantly against the new order.

In at least ten of the eleven ex-Confederate states, Negroes took
6. I have not been able to obtain wealth data for the seventh state, Georgia. Estimates of 

white wealth per capita were computed in the same manner as for table 8.3.
7. Statements in the next two paragraphs are based on a wide variety of sources—legisla

tive and constitutional convention journals, contested election cases, the Congressional Record, 
U.S. Supreme Court cases, newspapers, contemporary journal articles, memoirs, dissertations, 
published monographs, and my own estimates of voting in referenda. The list of Negro activi
ties is meant to be suggestive, not exhaustive. Further research would no doubt turn up other 
instances of Negro opposition to and acquiescence in disfranchisement. To avoid cluttering 
the text with lengthy documentation, I will not cite the exact sources for my statements, but 
I will be happy to supply more precise citations to interested readers upon request.
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Table 9.5. Disfranchisement Was a Class Issue: The Relation of Estimated 
White Wealth to White Voting in Referenda on Suffrage Restriction.

State Election
Position on

Disfranchisement

Correlation 
between

Wealth and 
Position on 

Disfranchisement

% Change 
in Voting for 
Every $1000

Increase in 
White Wealth

Alabama Calling For .437 4.6
Convention Against -.604 -6.8
1901 Not Voting .154 2.3

Alabama Ratifying For .384 5.9
Constitution Against -.661 -9.5
1901 Not Voting .251 3.6

Arkansas Poll Tax For .722 35.1
1892 Against -.081 -2.1

Not Voting -.537 -33.0
Arkansas Poll Tax For .647 19.3

1908 Against -.297 -3.1
Not Voting -.531 -16.4

No. Carolina Suffrage For .405 12.4
Amendment Against -.375 -14.4
1900 Not Voting .063 1.8

So. Carolina Calling For -.460 -4.3
Convention Against -.730 -6.8
1894 Not Voting not calculated

Texas Poll Tax For .175 2.4
1902 Against -.241 -2.3

Not Voting -.008 -0.1
Virginia Calling For .251 4.3

Convention Against -.233 -4.6
1900 Not Voting .012 0.3

Note: In all these calculations I have assumed that no Negroes actually voted in the re
ferendum, for the estimates of Negro voting indicate that none voted against the conventions 
and amendments. I therefore assumed that apparent Negro votes for disfranchisement in 
heavily Negro counties were fictitious, but do indicate greater support for disfranchisement by 
whites in the black belt.

There were two exceptions to this. In South Carolina, Negroes clearly controlled their 
votes in two rich counties, Beaufort and Georgetown, which voted heavily against the con
vention and sent all-Negro delegations to it. I therefore excluded these two counties in 
computing the correlations between voting and white wealth. In Virginia, Negroes in a good 
many counties seem to have voted freely, and I therefore subtracted from the voting totals 
estimated Negro voting. The percentages used in the subtractions were the estimates given in 
chapter 6 for Negro voting in the referendum (24 percent recorded for the convention, 
16 percent against, 60 percent not voting).
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public, legal action against disfranchisement. In four states blacks held 
meetings or conventions to protest suggested laws limiting the suf
frage. In six, they organized election campaigns against proposed 
amendments in referenda. In seven, they spoke out against the intended 
changes in the legislatures or constitutional conventions, or, where they 
were not represented by men of their own race, sent protests or peti- 
tions. In four, they voted against restriction in referenda and man- 
aged to see that a large portion of their votes were counted. In five 
commonwealths, they brought suit to overturn the suffrage provisions 
of the new constitutions. Finally, Negroes from three states challenged 
the seating of several Democratic congressmen solely on the grounds of 
the unconstitutionality of the new Southern election codes.

Seventy years ago, a member of the Mississippi disfranchising con- 
vention, J. S. McNeilly, wrote that

The fact of disfranchisement was accepted by the masses of the sons of Ham 
without show of sorrow or sign of resentment. Suffrage had come to them 
unsolicited; it departed from them unregretted. As a demonstration of the 
Negro's incapacity and unworthiness for the equipment of political equality 
nothing more need be written.8

McNeilly's racist fantasy proved useful in justifying undemocratic 
practices to the tender consciences of contemporary white suprema
cists, but it was bad history, as even McNeilly ought to have known. 
The myth of Negro apathy in the face of disfranchisement must now be 
dropped along with the other dogmas of the religion of racial inferi- 
ority.9 The blacks were disfranchised not because they surrendered, 
but because the Democrats overwhelmed them with superior physical 
and legal force.

The "Growing Sense of Distrust ιν Universal Suffrage"

In identifying the disfranchisers and their opponents, we obtain clues 
to their motives. That suffrage restriction was aimed primarily at 
Negroes needs no further documentation at this point. Proponents

8. J. S. McNeilly, "History of the Measures," pp. 138-139.
9. The myth persists even in the writings of the most liberal historians. Thus, C. Vann 

Woodward states in Origins of the New South, p. 324, that, "with the white Republicans indif
ferent, the Populists divided, and the Negro himself apathetic, resistance to disfranchisement from 
within the South reached a low point by 1898" (my italics). Woodward did later implicitly 
qualify this statement by citing, on pp. 337-338, several of the protests of Negro leaders 
against disfranchisement.
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in nearly every Southern state trumpeted their intent to disfranchise the 
vast majority of Negroes. Whether these men aimed to disfranchise 
whites, too, is a more complex problem. The fact that white turnout 
did drop, often dramatically, provides only circumstantial evidence, 
because that decline might have resulted from the decrease in party 
competition or might have represented merely an unintended con- 
sequence of regulations actually passed to cut down Negro voting 
which were phrased broadly in order to withstand constitutional 
challenges.

Perhaps the best way to answer this question is to view it as part 
of a more general inquiry: what theories of the suffrage underlay 
restriction? If those who favored limitation never put forward any 
theories, then the unintended consequence hypothesis will look stronger, 
and disfranchisement will merely confirm the belief that the "genius 
of American politics" is a paucity of abstract thought, that the fact 
that such movements existed does not indicate any break in the liberal 
American consensus. If, as some historians have claimed, the restric
tionists extolled democracy in theory and extended it for whites in 
practice, and excluded Negroes out of simple racism, then disfranchise
ment reinforces the notion that the Progressives and others who 
backed the laws merely had a "blind spot" on the race question.10 In 
fact, however, the late nineteenth century witnessed a recrudescence of 
antidemocratic theorizing on the question of who was entitled to vote.

American suffrage, in both theory and practice, had moved "from 
property to democracy" by 1860, at least for white males.11 The 
phrase "the right to vote" became dogma, and few publicly adhered 
to Blackstone's dictum that the electorate should be confined to those 
who had "a will of their own," evidenced outwardly by property 
ownership. The franchise was extended to all black men during Re- 
construction and to all women at the end of World War I. Nevertheless, 
"genteel reformers" in the North and Democrats throughout the

10. The best-known consensus interpretations of American history are Daniel Boorstin, 
The Genius of American Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953) and Louis Hartz, 
The Liberal Tradition in America (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1955). The Progressive 
blind spot theory appears in David W. Southern, The Malignant Heritage, p. 85; Newby, Jim 
Crow's Defense, p. 153; Dewey W. Grantham, Jr., "The Progressive Movement and the 
Negro," in Wynes, ed., Negro in the South, pp. 77-78. Both Newby and Grantham realize that 
some Progressives and racists did challenge the democratic dogma, but they consider this 
challenge a very minor theme.

11. Willamson, American Suffrage·, V. Jacque Voegeli, Free But Not Equal, p. 4.
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country reacted strongly against the corruption, inefficiency, and 
unthinking partisanship which they believed characterized govern- 
ments dependent on the votes of Negroes in the South and non-Anglo- 
Saxon immigrants in the North. To restore "good government," many 
of these upper-class reformers concluded, the power of Negro and 
immigrant votes had to be curbed. Since the most direct way to limit 
their power was to excise many of these "inferiors" from the electorate, 
the Mugwumps and their Southern counterparts were forced to ques- 
tion the doctrine of universal male suffrage.

The historian Francis Parkman, for instance, wrote that universal 
suffrage "gives power to the communistic attack on property." The 
only men who should be allowed to vote, that son of a distinguished 
Massachusetts family thought, were those who were members of groups 
with "hereditary traditions of self-government." Terming widespread 
suffrage "debased," and decrying "the monstrosities of Negro rule 
in South Carolina," the Beacon Hill Brahmin announced to his North 
American Review audience, "Good government is the end, and the ballot 
is worthless except so far as it helps to reach this end." Similarly, the 
popular spokesman for the social gospel, Washington Gladden, wrote 
in another leading Northern journal, The Century, that the idea of a 
natural right to vote was a mere "popular superstition." "[T]he 
paramount question in the bestowment of [the vote]," he went on, 
"is whether the persons receiving it are likely to use it to promote the 
public welfare. Those classes of whom this cannot be expected ought 
not to be intrusted with it." "There is not the slightest doubt in my own 
mind," remarked a leading Progressive political economist, John W. 
Burgess, "that our prodigality with the suffrage has been the chief 
source of corruption of our elections. We must begin with the cause if 
we would remove the effect."12 Other writers wished to set qualifica
tions for the suffrage based on education, intelligence, or even "wis
dom" and "virtue," and most of these antidemocrats clearly directed 

12. See Francis Parkman, "The Failure of Universal Suffrage," North American Review 127 
(1878): 1-20. For similarly colorful statements, see william L. Scruggs, "Restriction of the 
Suffrage," in ibid. 139 (1884): 492-502; and Alexander winchell, "The Experiment of Uni- 
versal Suffrage," pp. 119-134. For a short biographical sketch of Parkman, see william R. 
Taylor, "Francis Parkman," in Marcus Cunliffe and Robin W. winks, ed., Postmasters (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1969), pp. 1-38. Washington Gladden, "Safeguards of the Suffrage," 
The Century 37 (1888-1889): 621-628. Burgess is quoted in Thomas F. Gossett, Race: The 
History of an Idea in America (Dallas, Texas: Southern Methodist Univ. Press, 1963), p. 112.
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their tests at Negroes and recent immigrants.13 Little wonder that two 
Yale historians surveying attitudes on voting in 1918 found that "the 
theory that every man has a natural right to vote no longer commands 
the support of students of political science." For themselves, these self- 
proclaimed "scientists" asserted that "if the state gives the vote to the 
ignorant, they will fall into anarchy to-day and into despotism to- 
morrow."14

Southern intellectuals and civic reformers joined the Yankee moss- 
backs in condemning suffrage so broad that it gave some power, in the 
words of the Southern "liberal" Edgar Gardner Murphy, to the 
"crudest" classes. Thomas Nelson Page, for example, believed that 
qualifications for voting for both whites and Negroes should be raised 
high enough to "leave the ballot only to those who have intelligence 
enough to use it as an instrument to secure good government rather 
than to destroy it." Newspaper editors seconded the intellectuals. The 
widely circulated New Orleans Daily Picayune denounced universal

13. Albert J. McCulloch, Suffrage and Its Problems, wanted a literacy test in order to elimi
nate "the two most dangerous classes of possible voters in America today . . . the Negroes and 
the foreigners" (p. 171). Similarly, see J. J. McCook, "Venal Voting," pp. 159-177; George 
H. Haynes, "Educational Qualifications for the Suffrage in the United States," Political 
Science Quarterly 13 (1898): 495-513; Thomas M. Cooley, The General Principles of Constitutional 
Law in the United States of America (Boston: Little Brown & Co., 1898), p. 292; J. B. Phillips, 
"Educational Qualifications of Voters," pp. 55-62; John R. Commons, Races and Immigrants 
in America, pp. 3-4, 11-12, 41-43, 52, 195; John J. Clancy, Jr., "A Mugwump on Minorities," 
pp. 178-182; John G. Sproat, "The Best Men," pp. 253-254; James Bryce, "Thoughts on the 
Negro Problem," pp. 641-660; The Outlook 69 (1901): 751; 73 (1903): 950; 74 (1903): 339- 
340; 76 (1904): 632-634; and 79 (1905): 11-15; James Albert Hamilton, Negro Suffrage and 
Congressional Representation, pp. 17-18; Philadelphia Times (n.d.), quoted in Birmingham Age- 
Herald, January 3, 1893; and Tammany head Bourke Cochran, in The Southern Society for 
the Promotion of the Study of Race Conditions and Problems in the Society, Race Problems in 
the South (Richmond, virginia: B. F. Johnson Publishing Co., 1900), pp. 206-207. winchell, 
"Experiment of Universal Suffrage," p. 133, proposed the "wisdom" and "virtue" test, which 
he claimed would "secure the survival of the fittest."

14. Charles Seymour and Donald Paige Frary, How the World Votes: The Story of Democratic 
Development in Elections, 2 volumes (Springfield, Massachusetts: C.A. Nichols Co., 1918), 1: 12- 
13, 2: 320-321. Two other students of public affairs who agreed on little else joined in the 
view that Northern public opinion was increasingly against universal suffrage at the turn of 
the century. See Commons, Races and Immigrants, p. 4, and Archibald H. Grimke, "Why 
Disfranchisement is Bad," p. 10 of a reprint from the Atlantic Monthly (July, 1904). These 
attitudes persist even now. A majority of a national random sample in 1956 disagreed with 
the unfortunately rather ambiguous statement: "People ought to be allowed to vote even if 
they can't do so intelligently." Herbert McCloskey, "Consensus and Ideology in American 
Politics," in Edward C. Dreyer and Walter A. Rosenblum, Political Opinion and Electoral 
Behavior, p. 243. 
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manhood suffrage as "absolutely unnatural, unreasonable, and un- 
sanctioned by any proper principle." A few days later the Picayune 
declared that "the idea that a mere numerical majority of the people, 
without regard to intelligence and other fitness, must rule the country 
and make its laws is to argue [sic] in favor of a government of force." 
The Columbia (South Carolina) Daily Register stigmatized manhood 
suffrage as "a Yankee idea." The Dallas (Texas) Morning News favored 
disfranchising all illiterates "without reference to the color or domicile 
of the ignorant, North and South." Approving the "growing sense of 
distrust in universal suffrage," The Pine Bluff (Arkansas) Commercial 
disapproved of voting by white immigrants, as well as Negroes. "When 
a native born citizen of the United States thinks of the fearful fact that 
the offscouring of Europe, a people without homes, friends, or lan- 
guage; and in seventy-five percent of the cases only lacking a tail to com
plete the brute structure" could vote, "it makes one illy [sic] proud of 
the boon of American citizenship." The paper favored limiting the 
franchise to white males who had been in the United States for at 
least 21 years.15

15. Murphy, quoted in Daniel Levine, "Edgar Gardner Murphy, Conservative Reformer," 
Alabama Review 15 (1962): 108-109. See also Murphy, The Basis of Ascendency (New York: 
Longmans, Green & Co., 1909), pp. 235-236; J. L. M. Curry, speech to the Louisiana Con- 
stitutional Convention of 1898, in its Journal, pp. 30-35; and J. Dickson Bruns, speech to New 
Orleans Citizens League, in New Orleans Picayune, December 16, 1897. Thomas Nelson Page, 
"A Southerner on the Negro Question," North American Review 154 (1892): 412. New Orleans 
Daily Picayune, December 4, 1897, and January 4, 1898. The Picayune favored disfranchising 
both blacks and whites. See, e.g., its editorial of March 23, 1898. For similarly antidemocratic 
editorials, see Baton Rouge (Louisiana) Daily Advocate, January 18, 1896; Columbia Daily 
Register, January 3, 1882; Little Rock Arkansas Democrat, quoted in Pine Bluff Weekly Commercial, 
November 9, 1890; Leighton (Alabama) News, quoted in Montgomery Daily Advertiser, February 
13, 1902; December 10, 1902. Columbia Daily Register, August 3, 1886, quoted in Cooper, 
Conservative Regime, p. 75; Dallas Morning News, February 15, 1901, p. 6. Similarly, see Jack
sonville Florida Times-Union, May 10, 1889, p. 4; New Orleans Times, December 24, 1866, 
quoted in T. Harry williams, "An Analysis of Some Reconstruction Attitudes," Journal of 
Southern History 12 (1946): 477. Pine Bluff (Arkansas) Commerical, September 14, 1890.

Many Southern politicians echoed the intelligentsia. United States 
Senator Samuel D. McEnery told a Louisiana audience that the intent 
of the proposed suffrage qualifications "is the exclusion of those only 
who have no will of their own; that is, no personality. The government 
is then founded in the strength of its intelligence, manhood, and in the 
true will of the people, and not in the accidents of life, such as color or 
race." "The bestowal of political power upon mere numbers—the 
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impersonal mass—cannot be justified," McEnery announced in the 
United States Senate. "It is not the government of a free people. It will 
degenerate into absolutism. . . . Its inclusion in the electorate is the 
degradation of the whole." Edward McCrady, Jr., of South Carolina, 
favored disfranchising "the dense mass of ignorant voters of both 
colors." In an address to the Georgia legislature, Governor Allen D. 
Candler stated that a man who "failed to become a taxpayer con- 
tributing something to the support of his state, should have no voice in 
making its laws." Governor John Gary Evans urged the members of 
the South Carolina Constitutional Convention of 1895 to adopt a 
literacy test, "for only the intelligent are capable of governing." A 
delegate to the Virginia constitutional convention who openly en- 
dorsed disfranchising large numbers of whites as well as blacks, averred 
that "no man ought to be allowed to vote who has not sufficient intel- 
ligence to understand what he is doing, and besides has not some in- 
terest in the government which will induce him to vote aright."16 
Advocates of the poll tax tacitly accepted the Virginian's second cri- 
terion in their continually reiterated argument that no man unwilling 
or unable to pay a few dollars to vote should be allowed the franchise. 
Many other Southern politicians indicated their complete rejection 
of the idea of universal male suffrage either explicitly or implicitly, by 
denying that all whites should be allowed to vote.

Some Southern political activists integrated racism into a theory 
about the right to vote. Like Francis Parkman, they believed a group 
tradition of representative government created an inherent fitness to 
vote in members of that group.17 A few devotees of this position, such 
as Birmingham corporation lawyer John B. Knox, suggested that

16. McEnery, quoted in New Orleans Daily Picayune, January 4, 1898, and Congressional 
Record, 56th Cong., 1 sess., 1064; Candler, quoted in Alton DuMar Jones, "Progressivism in 
Georgia," p. 137; Evans, quoted in S. C. Con. Con. Journal (1895), 12; McCrady, quoted in 
Columbia (South Carolina) Daily Register, Jan. 13, 1882; Richard McIlwaine, in Va. Con. 
Con., Proceedings (1901-02), 3001. See also the remarks of Goode, ibid., p. 20-21; Thom, 
ibid., pp. 2966-2967, 2977, 2988-2990.

17. Governor Charles B. Aycock of North Carolina, quoted in Hamilton, Negro Suffrage, 
pp. 32-33; Senator Furnifold Simmons of North Carolina, quoted in David Charles Roller, 
"The Republican Party in North Carolina," p. 21; Governor William A. MacCorkle of 
West Virginia, Does the Experience of this Republic up to the Close of the Nineteenth Century Justify 
Universal Manhood Suffrage, or Should the Elective Franchise be Limited by Educational, Property, 
or Other Qualification? (Cincinnati, Ohio: The Robert Clarke Co., 1901); John B. Knox, in 
Ala. Con. Con., Proceedings (1901), vol. 3, pp. 2922-2923; Tom Heflin, in ibid., 2844; Newby, 
Jim Crow's Defense, pp. 148-149.
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members of groups lacking this tradition could remedy the fault 
quickly through education. Others, such as future demagogue Tom 
Heflin, held with Parkman that the defect was incurable. Far from 
ignoring the contradiction between universal white male suffrage 
and Negro disfranchisement, these men sought to justify their racism 
by encompassing it in a broader theoretical scheme. They recognized 
clearly the inconsistency between the democratic creed and the dogma 
of white supremacy, and sought to modify the first in order to enshrine 
the second.18

Like the proponents of disfranchisement, the movement's opponents 
expressed their views in terms of suffrage theory. Protesting against a 
clause which allowed the legislature to enact a poll tax, five Republican 
members of the Tennessee constitutional convention of 1870 stated:

Suffrage is a right and not a privilege—as much a right as life, liberty or 
property—a right not to be limited and not to be restricted; . . . and 
above all, a right not to be bestowed on the rich in preference to the poor. 
Suffrage is the political means of self-defense, and the disfranchised man is, 
or soon will be, a slave.19

Countering claims by elitists that honest government required a limited 
electorate, the egalitarian Southern intellectual George Washington 
Cable avowed that "not the banishment of all impure masses from the 
polls, but the equal and complete emancipation of all balloters from 
all impure temptations and constraints, is the key to the purification 
of the ballot. . . . So, first of all, free government; then pure govern-

18. The chief white defender of Negro rights after Reconstruction, Albion Tourgée, put 
forth the fascinating theory that once granted, suffrage "becomes a right." This view justified 
the actions of Northern states which withheld the suffrage from Negroes before 1870, 
while condemning Southern states which later tried to deprive blacks of the vote. See 
Tourgée, "Shall white Minorities Rule?" The Forum 7 (1889): 143-155. Tourgee's article 
further evidences the fact that concern about the proper extent of the electorate was so 
widespread in the late nineteenth century that virtually all articulate Southerners and many 
Northerners felt they had to relate their own political positions to a theory of the franchise.

19. Tenn. Con. Con. Journal (1870), pp. 179-181. For similar statements by Republicans 
and Populists, which often included specific approval for widespread Negro suffrage, see, 
e.g., Ala. Con. Con. Proceedings (1901), vol. 3, pp. 2971-2981, 3018-3019, 3285; Va. Con. 
Con. Proceedings (1901-02), pp. 3011, 3046-3047, 3056-3057; Governor John P. Buchanan, 
in Tenn. House Journal (1893), p. 58; 1890 Republican state platform in Tennessee, in Miller, 
State of Tennessee, p. 345; McKay, ed., Texas Constitutional Convention, pp. 170-177; J. E. Gore, 
quoted in Kirwin, Revolt of the Rednecks, p. 68; Dallas Morning News, October 25, 1902; Popu- 
list national platform, 1896, quoted in Grantham, "Progressive Movement and the Negro," 
p. 69. 
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ment." And the Southern Democrats had their Northern allies, just 
as the disfranchisers did. Congressman F. T. Greenhalge, a Massa- 
chusetts Republican, told his colleagues, "The theory of this govern- 
ment vests all sovereignty in the people. The only way the people can 
exercise that sovereignty is by means of the ballot. The ballot is the 
very breath of life of the body politic." "The ballot in the hand of the 
citizen is the badge of his sovereignty," added Republican Julius 
Caesar Burrows of Michigan. "Take that from him and he is a slave. 
Through the ballot, and that alone, he can make himself felt in the 
enactment of the laws and the administration of public affairs."20

Despite the Republicans' remarks, American government in the 
twentieth century was not based on the sovereignty of all the people. 
Political theorists throughout the country and practitioners at least in 
the South came to believe that mass suffrage and good government 
were inconsistent, and they eagerly chose the latter, to the detriment 
of the former. Another motive of the disfranchisers, then, was to limit 
the electorate to the "fit," most often defined as literate white men who 
owned at least some property. Critics of restriction defended the voting 
rights of all white men except criminals, and often all black men, too. 
But the critics, especially the Southern Republicans, were quickly 
forgotten, victims of the "Progressive Era's" revolt against democracy.

PARTISANSHIP, PROGRESSIVISM, AND SUFFRAGE RESTRICTION

In stating why some groups did not deserve to continue voting, of 
course, the restrictionists misrepresented the actions of these "unworthy 
classes." They claimed that the members of these groups had "no will 
of their own," or were mere "political automatons," or were "corrup- 
tible," when what they really meant was that those voters usually 
stubbornly refused to come over to the Democratic side.21 As a con-

20. George Washington Cable, "The Southern Struggle for Pure Government" pamphlet 
(n. p., 1890, in Yale University Library), pp. 3-4. See the similar, perhaps even plagiarized 
statement by Louis E. McComas (R., Maryland) in Congressional Record, 51st Cong., 1st sess., 
p. 6678. Greenhalge's and Burrows's remarks appear in Congressional Record, 51st Cong., 1st 
sess., pp. 6694, 6786. See also similar remarks by Rep. Nils Haugen (R., Wisc.), in ibid., p. 
6594; Senator Joseph N. Dolph (R. Oregon), in ibid., 2nd sess., pp. 365, 520; New York 
Sun, May 12, 1889, quoted in Evans, Australian Ballot System, p. 25.

21. Edward McCrady, Jr., quoted in Columbia Daily Register, January 13, 1882. New Orleans 
Daily Picayune, January 10, 1898; Senator James Z. George of Mississippi, in Congressional 
Record, 51st Cong., 2nd sess., p. 285; Rep. Thomas W. Hardwick, quoted in Newby, Segre
gationist Thought, pp. 98-105.
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sequence of the lower strata's voting habits, Southern Democrats had 
to stuff ballot boxes and try to bribe and intimidate voters in order to 
win elections. This ironic inconsistency between rhetoric and reality 
laid the Democrats open to the biting rebuke of a Virginia Republican:

It is now proposed to right a wrong by punishing those who have been 
defrauded of their votes to the extent of destroying their right of suffrage; 
in other words the Negro vote of this Commonwealth must be destroyed to 
prevent the Democratic elections officers from stealing their votes.22

Direct Democratic assertions of the partisan purposes of restriction 
were somewhat rare, since few Democrats dared to tempt the country's 
Republican majority to return to its Reconstruction tactics. Privately, 
a Chicago newspaper reported, Southern Democrats in Congress 
freely admitted that "state constitutions were amended to perpetuate 
Democratic control in state and municipal elections." And some 
Democrats did make unguarded remarks. In the leadoff speech in the 
Alabama constitutional convention's debate on suffrage, Judge Tho- 
mas W. Coleman emphasized that "this convention was called by the 
Democratic party," and another delegate, George Harrison, capped 
the convention whose chief work had been the suffrage article with the 
observation that "upon the adoption of this Constitution whether right 
or wrong, the very salvation and existence of the Democratic party in 
Alabama depends." In the final speech before the vote on the Ten- 
nessee secret ballot act, J. H. Dortch "urged especially that [his bill] 
was to the interest of the [D]emocratic party." E. B. Kruttschnitt 
opened the Louisiana constitutional convention by noting, "I am called 
upon to preside over what is little more than a family meeting of the 
Democratic party."23 In reaction to the threat posed by the Lodge 
Elections Bill, the Mississippi constitutional convention put the literacy 
test into effect immediately, according to the Jackson Clarion-Ledger, 
because it "insured Democratic success in Mississippi." The purpose

22. Gillespie, in Va. Con. Con. Proceedings (1901-02), p. 3014.
23. Chicago Chronicle (n.d.), quoted in Montgomery Daily Advertiser, September 4, 1902. 

That the Advertiser did not dispute the Chicago paper's report lends credibility to the con
tentions. For Coleman and Harrison, see Ala. Con. Con. Proceedings (1901), vol. 2, p. 2709, 
and vol. 4, p. 4927. Dortch is quoted in Nashville Banner, April 2, 1889. Both the independent 
Banner and the pro-Democratic American commented on the partisan purpose of the bill. See 
ibid., April 3, 1889; Nashville American, March 27, April 3, 1889. For Kruttschnitt, see La. 
Con. Con. Journal (1898), pp. 8-9. For other references to partisan motives, see above, chapters 
4-7.
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of that convention, according to Senator Hernando de Soto Money, 
had been "to maintain a civilization that is dependent very largely 
upon the Democratic party being in control." The chief author of 
Arkansas' secret ballot act told his colleagues that it had been "con- 
ceived in the interests of the Democratic party."24

The indirect evidence of a partisan intent is overwhelming. Every 
state except Texas passed a major restrictive law at a time of opposi- 
tion upsurge or threat, or in the face of a grave, continuing challenge by 
the opposition. Texas disfranchisers pushed their bills at times of party 
crisis and finally succeeded only four years after the last serious cam- 
paign by the Populists. Moreover, the bills were perceived as partisan 
at the time, for the lineups on the proposals in legislatures, conventions, 
and referenda followed party lines extremely closely. Then, too, in 
legislatures and conventions where Populists or Republicans still held 
some power, the bills were drafted, debated, and voted on first in 
Democratic caucuses to insure that the opposition would not be able to 
water down or kill legislation so vital to party interests by playing off 
the Democrats against each other. Their sponsors also knew that the 
bills would disfranchise a larger proportion of potential opposition 
voters than of their own. Everyone realized that the severe decline in 
Negro voting would finish the Republicans, except in some upland 
areas, and the poll tax and literacy test could be expected to delete 
many of the mountain people from the electorate. The fact that opposi- 
tion voting usually declined quite markedly after the suffrage changes, 
especially in black belt areas, in itself sets out a strong circumstantial 
case for partisan motivation. Could astute politicians who had usually 
spent the better parts of their lives combating insurgency have framed 
laws which did, in fact, so precisely accomplish party purposes with no 
awareness of their partisan consequences?25

24. Clarion-Ledger, September 25, 1890 is quoted in Mabry, "Disfranchisement of the 
Negro," p. 138; Money, in Congressional Record, 56th Cong., 1st sess., p. 1164; Little Rock Ar
kansas Gazette, February 26, 1891. For references to partisan motives in North Carolina, see 
Daniels, Editor in Politics, pp. 374-380.

25. The general point is also strengthened by the fact that partisanship was apparently the 
single most important reason for changes in election laws outside the ex-Confederate states. 
See Williams, American Suffrage, p. 272; Alan P. Grimes, The Puritan Ethic and Woman Suffrage, 
pp. 41-42, 46, 75, 96-97; Fredman, The Australian Ballot, pp. 42-43, 45; Lambert, Arthur Pue 
Gorman, pp. 286-287, 345-347; Richard P. McCormick, The History of Voting in New Jersey, 
pp. 124, 148-149, 163; Harold C. Livesay, "Delaware Negroes," pp. 95-97; Amy M. Hiller, 
"The Disfranchisement of Delaware Negroes in the Late Nineteenth Century," Delaware
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It has often been noted that disfranchisement was concomitant with 
the rise of Progressivism. Virulent racism was the keynote of the 
campaigns of many Southern politicians usually characterized as 
"reformers." Ben Tillman of South Carolina and Hoke Smith of 
Georgia are only the best-known examples. Charles B. Aycock carried 
the main speaking load in the North Carolina "White Supremacy 
Campaign" of 1898 and race-baited his way to the governorship two 
years later. The threat of Negro domination was likewise A. J. Mon- 
tague's chief theme in the 1901 general election for governor of Virginia. 
Murphy J. Foster, the Louisiana anti-Lotteryite, repeatedly played on 
fears of black power in the tough 1896 contest for that state's highest 
post.26

History 13 (1968): 124-153.
26. Simkins, Tillman, pp. 393-407; Grantham, Hoke Smith, pp. 131-179; Orr, Charles Brantley 

Aycock, pp. 101, 118-132, 148, 186-187; william Larsen, Montague of Virginia, p. 111; Mabry, 
"Disfranchisement of the Negro," pp. 211-214.

27. This view of Progressive ideology and action draws heavily on Gabriel Kolko, The 
Triumph of Conservation, 1900-1916 (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), Kolko, 
Railroads and Regulation, 1877-1916 (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Univ. Press, 1965), 
and Robert Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1880-1920 (New York: Hill & Wang, 1967), which 
concentrate on the Progressives' industrial regulation policies. For evidence of the Redeemers' 
lassez-faire attitude toward politics, see Joseph M. Brittain, "Negro Suffrage and Politics in 
Alabama," p. 40; Wade Hampton, quoted in Paul Lewinson, Race, Class, and Party, p. 
38; Charles Gayareé, "The Southern Question," North American Review 125 (1877): pp. 472-490.

In fact, disfranchisement was a typically Progressive reform. The 
Redeemers had been content to allow a sort of political laissez-faire 
by blocking federal and state regulation of vote-counting. Good Social 
Darwinists, they realized that eventually the economically and socially 
powerful—nearly all of whom were Democrats—would control local 
politics.27 The strategy contained some flaws. Just as the railroads had 
created enemies by purchasing state legislators and congressmen, and 
later by organizing private pooling agreements on rates and traffic, 
so those who killed and intimidated opponents and stuffed ballot boxes 
aroused antipathy. Moreover, such tactics stimulated rivals to counter- 
attack. Shippers and other consumers could demand railroad rate 
regulation; in the same manner, Republicans could attempt to regulate 
federal elections. To stop these attacks short of outright nationaliza
tion, Southern Democratic politicians as well as railroad magnates 
needed governmental sanction, even if the price of this sanction was 
some circumscription of their activities. But the most serious deficiency 
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of laissez-faire was its ineffectiveness. Private agreements could not 
prevent some railroads from breaking a pool or legislators from voting 
against those who bribed them. Informal understandings among white 
men did not deter Populists or Republicans from electioneering and 
attempting to obtain fair counts. Again, the answer was government 
enforcement of both railroad rates and voting arrangements.

Like their counterparts in industry, the captains of Southern politics 
during most of the late nineteenth century had favored a policy of 
negative government. The Redeemers devoted their energies to stopping 
the federal government from regulating their bailiwicks with such 
measures as the Lodge Elections Bill. Southern Progressives, safe from 
national intervention, eagerly embraced public regulation (by the 
states) employing government to accomplish what they could not 
achieve privately.

Suffrage restriction was entirely consonant with the Progressive 
urge to rationalize the economic and political system, to substitute 
public for private agreements, to enact reforms which disarmed radical 
critics while actually strengthening the status quo.28 In the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century, a third to a half of the Southern voters had 
been unreconstructed oppositionists. Despite ingenious gerrymandering, 
a few white Republicans, Independents, Populists, and even Negroes 
sat in nearly every session of every state legislature. Some non-Demo
crats filled congressional, gubernatorial, and senatorial seats.

How much more rationalized was the South after 1900! Virtually 
every elected officeholder was a white Democrat. For private agree- 
ments among white politicians not to bolt the party, Progressives sub- 
stituted the publicly regulated white primary to insure regularity. 
Where the Redeemers had had to count out opponents during and after 
elections, Progressives stopped them from running at all by disfranchis
ing their potential followers. And by doing so, they quieted Republican 
criticism of Southern fraud while avoiding the radical change—a 
change to a genuine two-party system with some semblance of political 
equality for blacks—which the GOP had favored.

A Reactionary Revolution

In another sense, however, the new Southern political system, des- 
tined to last half a century, represented a fundamental change. Indeed,

28. See Pulley, Old Virginia Restored.
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the restriction of the suffrage and elimination of opposition parties 
could be termed a reactionary revolution. The status quo of about 
1890 tended toward segregation, single-party hegemony, a concentra
tion of power in the hands of upper-class whites. By 1910, these ten- 
dencies were hardened into fundamental legal postulates of the so- 
ciety.29 To put it differently, folkways became stateways, with all the 
psychological power of legality and the social power of enforceability 
now behind them. When the federal courts and Congress refused to 
overturn segregation and discriminatory voting laws, the new system 
gained the added buttress of constitutionality.

29. The idea of a reactionary revolution was suggested by Governor Aycock of North 
Carolina, who coupled the Revolution of 1776 with that of 1900 in North Carolina three times 
in this inaugural address, printed in N. C. Public Documents (1901), pp. 1-13. On the harden- 
ing of Southern stateways, see John Hope, "Negro Vote," p. 55; Hackney, Populism to Pro
gressivism, pp. 180-185.

30. Seymour Martin Lipset, "Party Systems and the Representation of Social Groups," 
in Marcridis, Political Parties, p. 44. See, similarly, Lipset and Rokkan, "Cleavage Structures, 
Party Systems, and Voter Alignments: An Introduction," in Lipset and Rokkan, Party Systems 
and Voter Alignments, p. 5; J. P. Netti, Political Mobilization, A Sociological Analysis of Methods 
and Concepts (New York: Basic Books, 1967), p. 123. The Glass statement is from Lynchburg, 
virginia News, September 8, 1892, quoted in Poindexter, "Carter Glass," p. 106.

Seymour Martin Lipset has written that the state's legitimacy, 
which he defines as "a believed-in title to rule," has been most secure 
"where the society could admit the lower strata to full citizenship, to 
rights of participation in the economic and political systems, and at the 
same time allow the traditionally privileged strata to keep their status 
whilst yielding power." Such a solution to the problem of gaining 
legitimacy was impossible in the South, and perhaps elsewhere in 
fin-de-siècle America, for the elite denied the lower strata's moral 
right to take part in society's affairs. In fact, many believed that 
participation in politics by the "ignorant" and "unfit" eroded rather 
than strengthened public confidence in the government. According to 
the Virginia Progressive Carter Glass, "nothing can be more dangerous 
to our republican institutions than to see hordes of ignorant and worth- 
less men marching to the polls and putting in their ballots against the 
intelligence and worth of the land."30

Other Southerners were more concerned about the decrease in 
respect for political institutions resulting from widespread election 
fraud. Again and again, advocates of disfranchisement argued that 
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substituting legal for extralegal methods of controlling politics would 
reinforce the Southern political system's legitimacy in the eyes of both 
Northerners and Southerners.31 For example, a future governor of 
Alabama said during the disfranchising convention that the new con- 
stitution would "make permanent and secure honest and efficient 
government" and save the leaders of the state from having to resort to 
frauds "which have debased and lowered our moral tone." A prom- 
inent North Carolina politician who had led a mob in the bloody 
Wilmington race riot of 1898 felt that replacing violent with legal 
methods of suffrage restriction would "best conserve the common- 
wealth." Senator John W. Daniel of Virginia thought suffrage restric
tion would allow the white Southerner to rule with "decency and with 
the association of that law and order which will command the respect 
not only of himself but of the whole civilized world."32 Southern political 
institutions, then, gained legitimacy not by expanding, but by con- 
tracting the electorate.

This legalized structure far surpassed the informal, customary 
arrangement in psychological strength. When segregation had been 
extralegal and ill-defined, Negroes could feel that the state laws and 
the federal Constitution upheld their right to be treated equally. When 
electoral machinations had withheld from dissenters, black and white, 
the right to vote or to have the votes honestly counted, these men 
could expect that rectification would follow simply from fair enforce
ment of the laws. A Republican Congress might pass a law guarantee
ing fair elections or, as it did twenty-six times from 1880 to 1901, seat 
Southern Republican or Populist congressional candidates defeated by 
fraud.33 After the revolutionary Southern legal changes, the segregated

31. This was often stated as a desire to restore the "purity of elections," or "good govern
ment." See, for example, Hilary A. Herbert, in Southern Society, Race Problems in the South, 
p. 37; MacCorkle, Does the Experience of this Republic, p. 25; Mr. Oates, in Ala. Con. Con. 
Proceedings (1901), vol. 3, pp. 2786-2789; Mr. Weatherby, in ibid., vol. 3, p. 2867; Mr. Martin, 
in ibid., vol. 3, p. 3009; New Orleans Daily Picayune, January 9, 10, 11, 1898; Judge Chris
man. in the Mississippi Constitutional Convention of 1890, quoted in wharton, Negro in 
Mississippi, p. 206; Charles B. Aycock, quoted in Orr, Aycock, pp. 155-156; Edward McCrady, 
Jr., "The Registration of Electors," pp. 2-3.

32. Mr. O'Neal, in Ala. Con. Con. Proceedings (1901), vol. 3, p. 2780; Alfred Moore Wad- 
dell, in Southern Society, Race Problems in the South, p. 44; Daniel, quoted in Mabry, "Dis- 
franchisement of the Negro," p. 422.

33. For Northern Republican claims that a national election law was necessary to prevent 
fraud and restore faith in the electoral process, see, e.g., Sen. william M. Evarts (R., New 
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and disfranchised retained no hope and no allies. Most, at that time, 
were excluded from the suffrage by the enforcement, not the nonenforce
ment of the laws. The statutes themselves proclaimed that the illiterate 
and the poor were inferior, pariahs, unfit to be citizens. Perhaps the 
psychological effect may best be illustrated by a description of voting 
registration in the Virginia mountains after the constitutional conven- 
tion:
It was painful and pitiful to see the horror and dread visible on the faces of 
the illiterate poor white men who were waiting to take their turn before the 
inquisition. . . . This was horrible to behold, but it was still more horrible 
to see the marks of humiliation and despair that were stamped on the faces 
of honest but poor white men who had been refused registration and who 
had been robbed of their citizenship without cause. We saw them as they 
came from the presence of the registrars with bowed heads and agonized 
faces; and when they spoke, in many instances, there was a tear in the voice 
of the humiliated citizen.34

York), in Congressional Record, 51st Cong., 2nd sess., p. 1359, and Henry Cabot Lodge, "The 
Coming Congress," North American Review 149 (1889): pp. 297-299. Contested election statistics 
were computed from Rowell, Contested Elections.

34. william C. Pendleton, Political History of Appalachian Virginia, p. 459. Such experiences, 
of course, were much more common for black men.

Undoubtedly Pendleton, a Republican, exaggerated a bit. But it 
must have been rather disheartening for a man living in a country 
which proclaimed itself democratic and egalitarian to be stripped 
suddenly of the right to participate in the basic act of citizenship. Those 
Populists and Republicans who had heard their opponents boast of 
stealing elections from them, who had often borne scorn and violence 
for their political beliefs, must have felt some disappointment when 
suffrage restriction dealt their parties a final blow. Rank-and-file voters 
of all parties, used to stiff battles over important issues with fairly well 
organized party opponents, must have been a bit bored by primary 
campaigns between candidates who usually differed on no vital issues. 
The Democratic leaders, then, replaced the often frantic activity of the 
late nineteenth century with the lassitude of the twentieth by teaching 
citizens that they were unworthy to vote, by legally and illegally 
bludgeoning down opposition, and by sterilizing the political system 
against the disease of conflict over real issues. Ending democracy was 
necessary to guarantee what John B. Knox, president of the Alabama 
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constitutional convention, referred to as "the supremacy of virtue and 
intelligence in this State."35

35. Ala. Con. Con. Proceedings (1901), vol. 3, p. 2929.




