
African-American Voting Rights in South Carolina: 1868-1948 
 
Overview: The purpose of the following lesson plans is to assist students in understanding 
1.) how constitutional protections for voting rights were extended to African Americans 
immediately following the Civil War, 2.) how state governments in the South worked to 
nullify these rights, 3.) how Civil Rights activists in the mid-twentieth century successfully 
used Black-owned media and the courts to combat and eventually overturn 
unconstitutional restrictions on their ability to vote. These lesson plans are adaptable for 
high school or undergraduate courses in American history or civics.  
 
 

Lesson 1: Understanding the Reconstruction Amendments 
 

Time: 60 minutes/1 class period 
 
Lecture: Provide context for the passage of the Reconstruction amendments. Students 
should understand that, in the years following the Civil War, Congress passed a series of 
amendments designed to expand definitions of citizenship and protect the civil rights of 
formerly enslaved people in the South. They should also understand that there was fierce 
resistance among the traditional white leadership in the South to these amendments. 
 
Activity: Provide students with a copy of the 13th,14th, and 15th Amendments (appendix 1). 
The class can be divided into 3 groups in which each group will be assigned an amendment 
to explain to the rest of the class. Use follow-up questioning to ensure students understand 
the protections afforded by these amendments as well as their limitations (i.e., slavery is 
ostensibly still allowed as “punishment for a crime”; the vote is not extended to women).  
 
Learning Outcome: students will be able to explain the Reconstruction Amendments and 
their historic significance. 
 
 

Lesson 2: White Resistance to Reconstruction Amendments 
 
This lesson offers a case study of 1.) how the post-Reconstruction government in South 
Carolina worked to undermine the Civil Rights that the Reconstruction Amendments 
provided and 2.) how various forms of media influenced this public debate. 
 
Part 1: Resistance in the media  
 
Time: 60 minutes/1 class period 
 
Activity: Have students view some or all of the following images/videos: 
  



• “The first colored senator and representatives - in the 41st and 42nd Congress of the 
United States” (1872) https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.17564/ 

 
• “Radical members of the first state legislature after the war, South Carolina” (1876) 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.30572/ 
 

• “Colored Rule in a reconstructed (?) state” (1874) 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/ds.13145/ 

 
• South Carolina House of Representatives scene from Birth of a Nation (1915) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GBzDH-Vwzy4 
 
Discussion Prompt: How was African-American political participation depicted in various 
forms of media during and after the Reconstruction era?  
 
Learning Outcome: Students will be able to understand and explain how visual media 
contributed to the public debate about the extension of voting rights and political 
participation to African Americans during the Reconstruction era. 
 
Part 2: Government Resistance 
 
Time: 60 minutes/1 class period 
 
Review: Begin with a review of the 14th and 15th Amendments and the photo of the Black 
U.S. Senators from the Library of Congress linked above.  
 
Discussion Prompt: Numerous African Americans were elected to Congress in the years 
immediately following the Civil War, but very few were elected throughout the 20th century. 
If African-American people had a constitutionally protected right to vote, why were so few 
African-American legislators elected in the years that followed Reconstruction?  
 
Activity: Have students read excerpts from U.S. Senator Benjamin Tillman’s testimony from 
the Congressional Record, March 23, 1900 (appendix 2). 
 
Discussion Prompt: What do you think are some of the ways that politicians like Senator 
Tillman relies on to “disfranchis[e] as many [African Americans] as we could under the 
fourteenth and fifteenth amendments”? Guide the discussion to cover some of the ways 
that students may already be familiar with such as reading tests, poll taxes, or grandfather 
clauses. 
 
Lecture: Explain the difference between primary and general elections and how Southern 
states used the “white primary” to disenfranchise African American voters 
 
Resources for understanding the “white primary”: 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.17564/
https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.30572/
https://www.loc.gov/resource/ds.13145/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GBzDH-Vwzy4


1. “White Primary,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_primary 
2. Marshall, Thurgood. “The Rise and Collapse of the ‘White Democratic Primary,’” The 

Journal of Negro Education, vol. 26, no. 23, Summer 1957, pp. 249-254, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2293407 

 
Learning Outcome: Students will understand legal strategies used to disfranchise African-
American citizens throughout the twentieth century. 
 
 

Lesson 3: “Time to Rejoin the Union”: Defeating the White Primary 
 
Time: 120 minutes/2 class periods 
 
The purpose of this lesson is to explore how Civil Rights activists working in conjunction 
with the NAACP used the courts to secure voting rights for African-American citizens 
amidst strong resistance from Southern whites. Students will learn about Elmore v. Rice 
(1946) and the social and political contexts that made this case significant. 
 
Resources for learning about Elmore v. Rice (readings can be assigned to students prior to 
class period in which the case will be discussed): 

1. Donaldson, Bobby. “How One Man Fought South Carolina Democrats to End Whites 
Only Primaries—and Why That Matters Now,” The Conversation, 28 February 2020, 
https://theconversation.com/how-one-man-fought-south-carolina-democrats-to-
end-whites-only-primaries-and-why-that-matters-now-132559 

2. Brinson, Claudia Smith. Stories of Struggle: The Clash Over Civil Rights in South 
Carolina, University of South Carolina Press, 2020, pp. 7-10. (appendix 3) 

3. Elmore v. Rice (1946) https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-
courts/FSupp/72/516/2238812/ 

 
Discussion Questions (can be used as discussion prompts in class or assigned as 
homework to help guide student reading about the case) 

1. How were “white primaries” used to prevent African American citizens from 
exercising their right to vote? 

2. What reasoning did white Southern Democrats use to argue that the white primary 
system did not violate the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments? 

3. The Supreme Court had already ruled in Smith v. Allwright (1944) that white 
primaries violated the constitution, so what steps did the South Carolina 
government take to ensure that they could still use this system to prevent Black 
citizens from voting? 

4. Judge Waring stated in his decision that “It is time for South Carolina to rejoin the 
Union.” What do you think he meant by that? 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_primary
https://doi.org/10.2307/2293407
https://theconversation.com/how-one-man-fought-south-carolina-democrats-to-end-whites-only-primaries-and-why-that-matters-now-132559
https://theconversation.com/how-one-man-fought-south-carolina-democrats-to-end-whites-only-primaries-and-why-that-matters-now-132559
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/72/516/2238812/
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/72/516/2238812/


Activity 1: Divide the class into groups and assign each group one of the following people or 
organizations to research in connection with the Elmore v. Rice lawsuit. Have each group 
share their findings. 

1. George Elmore 
2. James M. Hinton 
3. J. Waties Waring 
4. Thurgood Marshall 
5. Progressive Democratic Party 

 
Lecture: Discuss the results of Elmore v. Rice, highlighting that 35,000 African American 
citizens registered to vote prior to the 1948 primary elections. Also, note examples of white 
resistance to the ruling that ranged from violence (in the case of Rev. Archie Ware) to 
provisions requiring Black citizens to take an oath in support of segregation prior to being 
registered (a requirement that Judge Waring would also strike down in Brown v. Baskin 
(1948)). 
 
Primary texts to use with lecture: 
 

African American Voting 
• Front page of The Lighthouse and Informer, 25 April 1948: 

https://historicnewspapers.sc.edu/lccn/sn92065442/1948-04-25/ed-1/seq-3/ 
• Editorial page of The Lighthouse and Informer, 25 April 1948 with McCray’s column 

“The Need for Changing” addressing the white primary victory: 
https://historicnewspapers.sc.edu/lccn/sn92065442/1948-04-25/ed-1/seq-17/ 

• Photo of John Henry McCray and colleagues from front page story on voting: 
https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/18744/rec/3 

• Photo of Black voters lined up to vote in the 1948 South Carolina primary: 
https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/18749/rec/3 

 
White Resistance to Elmore v. Rice 
• Photo of Rev. Archie Ware, who was beaten and stabbed after voting in 1948 

primary: https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/19018/rec/2 
• News articles on the lawsuit challenging the Democratic party loyalty oath 

endorsing segregation (appendix 4) 
 
Learning Outcome: Students will be able to understand and explain 1.) the legal actions 
taken to secure voting rights for African Americans in the 1940s and 2.) how social 
movements occurring locally in South Carolina led to changes in how the Reconstruction 
Amendments to the Constitution were interpreted and enforced. 
  
Assignments for Further Reflection and Research: 

1. How do the attempts to suppress African American voting rights you’ve learned 
about connect to today’s social and political landscape? Do all citizens now have 

https://historicnewspapers.sc.edu/lccn/sn92065442/1948-04-25/ed-1/seq-3/
https://historicnewspapers.sc.edu/lccn/sn92065442/1948-04-25/ed-1/seq-17/
https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/18744/rec/3
https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/18749/rec/3
https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/p17173coll38/id/19018/rec/2


the same rights and opportunities to participate in the democratic process? Write a 
paper or develop a presentation in which you examine how changes to procedures 
or policies enhance or restrict the ability of various groups of people to vote. Some 
topics to focus on would include absentee voting, ID requirements, gerrymandering, 
or recent changes to Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

2. A few years before the Progressive Democratic Party brought Elmore v. Rice to trial, a 
statue was erected on the State House grounds honoring Senator Benjamin Tillman, 
a powerful state politician of the post-Reconstruction era who boasted of his efforts 
to suppress African American political participation through acts of violence (he 
participated in the Hamburg Massacre of 1876 and was a vocal proponent of 
lynching) and legal maneuvering (as governor, he led the effort to rewrite the 
constitution to prevent Black citizens from voting). In recent years, there have been 
calls to remove the statue (see, for example, Historic Columbia’s statement 
supporting removal). Given what you’ve learned about the history of voting rights in 
South Carolina, where do you stand on this issue? Do your own research on Tillman, 
and then write an open letter to the State legislature in which you make a case for 
either removing or keeping the statue.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.historiccolumbia.org/Tillman-Monument
https://www.historiccolumbia.org/Tillman-Monument


Amendment XIII (1865) 

Section 1 

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have 

been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction. 

Section 2 

Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

 

Amendment XIV (1868) 

Section 1 

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of 

the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall 

abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any 

person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its 

jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 

Section 2 

Representatives shall be apportioned among the several States according to their respective numbers, 

counting the whole number of persons in each State, excluding Indians not taxed. But when the right to 

vote at any election for the choice of electors for President and Vice-President of the United States, 

Representatives in Congress, the Executive and Judicial officers of a State, or the members of the 

Legislature thereof, is denied to any of the male inhabitants of such State, being twenty-one years of age, 

and citizens of the United States, or in any way abridged, except for participation in rebellion, or other 

crime, the basis of representation therein shall be reduced in the proportion which the number of such 

male citizens shall bear to the whole number of male citizens twenty-one years of age in such State. 

Section 3 

No person shall be a Senator or Representative in Congress, or elector of President and Vice-President, or 

hold any office, civil or military, under the United States, or under any State, who, having previously 

taken an oath, as a member of Congress, or as an officer of the United States, or as a member of any State 

legislature, or as an executive or judicial officer of any State, to support the Constitution of the United 

States, shall have engaged in insurrection or rebellion against the same, or given aid or comfort to the 

enemies thereof. But Congress may by a vote of two-thirds of each House, remove such disability. 

Section 4 

The validity of the public debt of the United States, authorized by law, including debts incurred for 

payment of pensions and bounties for services in suppressing insurrection or rebellion, shall not be 

questioned. But neither the United States nor any State shall assume or pay any debt or obligation 

incurred in aid of insurrection or rebellion against the United States, or any claim for the loss or 

emancipation of any slave; but all such debts, obligations and claims shall be held illegal and void. 

Section 5 

The Congress shall have power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article. 

 

Amendment XV (1870) 

Section 1 

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by 

any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. 

Section 2 

The Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1



SOURCE: Testimony from Sen. Benjamin R. Tillman (SC), Congressional Record, 23 March 1900, 

https://www.congress.gov/bound-congressional-record/1900/03/23 

 

 

 
 
 

Appendix 2

https://www.congress.gov/bound-congressional-record/1900/03/23


Appendix 3









 

Source: The Columbia Record, 20 May 1948, 8-A (accessed through Newspapers.com) 

 

Appendix 4



South Carolina Social Studies College- and Career-Ready Standards addressed by 
this lesson plan: 

USHC.2.CE  - Evaluate the causes and consequences of economic and geographic 
expansion through significant turning points from 1803–1865. 

USHC.2.CC - Differentiate the patterns of continuity and change within the development of 
sectionalism and reunion. 

USHC.4.CC - Analyze continuities and change in the African American experience in the 
period of Reconstruction and Jim Crow eras within South Carolina. 

USHC.5.CX - Analyze the correlation between the Modern Civil Rights Movement in South 
Carolina and the U.S. 

USHC.5.E  - Utilize a variety of primary and secondary sources to analyze multiple 
perspectives on the cultural changes in South Carolina and the U.S. 

 




