
The Struggle Over Race and Voting Rights in
North Carolina
In the heart of the American South, North Carolina has served as a pivotal
battleground in the long and arduous fight for racial equity in voting. From
the depths of Jim Crow to the transformative era of the Voting Rights Act
and beyond, the state's history is etched with both triumphs and setbacks
in the pursuit of electoral justice.

Jim Crow's Grip: Disenfranchisement and Segregation
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During the Jim Crow era, North Carolina erected a formidable system of
racial segregation and disenfranchisement. Poll taxes, literacy tests,
grandfather clauses, and white-only primaries effectively barred African
Americans from participating in the political process.

The state's infamous "literacy test" was a blatant tool of discrimination.
According to historian William Chafe, "White registrars administered the
test with extreme subjectivity, giving the correct answers only to white
applicants, while failing even well-educated blacks." In 1900, only 5% of
African American men in North Carolina were registered to vote, compared
to 60% of white men.

The Voting Rights Act: A Watershed Moment
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The passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 marked a watershed moment
in the struggle for racial equity in voting. The act outlawed discriminatory
practices such as poll taxes and literacy tests, and established federal
oversight of voter registration and elections in areas with a history of voter
suppression.

In North Carolina, the Voting Rights Act had a profound impact. Voter
registration rates among African Americans skyrocketed, and their political
participation increased significantly. By 1972, over 50% of African American
men in the state were registered to vote.

Shelby County v. Holder: A Setback to Progress
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However, the progress made under the Voting Rights Act was dealt a
serious blow in 2013 with the Supreme Court's controversial decision in
Shelby County v. Holder. The Court struck down the key provision of the
act that required certain jurisdictions with a history of discrimination to
obtain federal approval before changing their voting laws.

The Shelby County ruling has had a chilling effect on voting rights in North
Carolina. In the wake of the decision, the state has implemented a number
of new voting restrictions, including a strict voter ID law and cuts to early
voting. These measures have disproportionately impacted African American
voters.

The Ongoing Struggle for Electoral Justice
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Despite the setbacks, the struggle for racial equity in voting continues in
North Carolina. Grassroots organizations, civil rights groups, and
concerned citizens are working to protect voting rights and ensure that all
eligible voters have the opportunity to participate in the democratic process.

The fight for voting rights is an ongoing struggle, with both triumphs and
setbacks along the way. The history of voting rights in North Carolina is a
testament to the resilience and determination of those who have fought for
electoral justice. As the state grapples with its past and present challenges,
the story of its struggle over race and voting rights serves as a reminder of
the importance of protecting and expanding the franchise for all.
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