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The drive for black equality crested and then receded in the two years following the 1963 March on Washington. The movement ended legal discrimination and black disenfranchisement and gained improved opportunities for education and employment. But major problems remained: poverty, unemployment, crime, drug addiction, and family disorganization. 

Persistent white racism, moreover, discouraged many blacks; they doubted that they would ever be seen as equals in America, and some became increasingly hostile to whites. For them, the civil-rights movement had generated hopes it could not fulfill and had kindled a racial pride that rejected integration as a desirable goal. “The paths of Negro-white unity that had been converging,” wrote Martin Luther King, Jr., “crossed at Selma and like a giant X began to diverge.”

The Voting Rights Act of 1965

In 1964 CORE and SNCC activists, believing that the ballot box held the key to power for African Americans in the South, mounted a major campaign to register black voters. Focusing on the state most hostile to equal rights, they organized the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project of 1964. A thousand college-student volunteers assisted blacks in registering to vote and in organizing “Freedom Schools” that taught black history and emphasized African-American self-worth. Harassed by Mississippi law-enforcement officials and Ku Klux Klansmen, the volunteers endured the firebombing of black churches and civil-rights headquarters, as well as arrests.

Although they registered only 1,200 blacks to vote, the civil-rights workers enrolled nearly 60,000 disfranchised blacks in the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) and took their case to the national Democratic convention in August 1964. They insisted that the convention seat MFDP delegates in place of the all-white delegation chosen by the Mississippi Democratic party. To head off a walkout by southern whites, LBJ forged a compromise that offered two at-large seats to the MFDP and barred from all future conventions any delegations from states that disfranchised blacks. It both angered southern segregationists and alienated the militants in the civil rights movement.

Determined to win a strong voting-rights law, Martin Luther King, Jr., and the SCLC organized mass protests in Selma, Alabama, in March 1965. Blacks were half the population of Dallas County, where Selma was located, yet only one percent was registered to vote. Selma’s county sheriff, Jim Clark, every bit as violence-prone as Birmingham’s “Bull” Connor, attacked the protesters brutally. Showcased on TV, the attacks provoked national outrage and increased support for a voting-rights bill.

Signed by the president in August 1965, the Voting Rights Act expanded black suffrage in the South and transformed southern politics. The law authorized federal examiners to register voters and to suspend literacy tests in areas where fewer than half the minority residents were registered. Together with the Twenty-fourth Amendment, ratified in 1964, which outlawed the poll tax in federal elections, and a 1966 Supreme Court decision striking down the poll tax in all elections, the law boosted the number of registered black voters in the South from one million in 1964 to 3.1 million in 1968. For the first time since Reconstruction, southern blacks were a political force to be reckoned with.

The civil-rights movement had altered, not revolutionized race relations. Black voting power led to the defeat of white supremacists like Sheriff Jim Clark and caused other once ardent segregationists, like George Wallace, to seek black support. Equal access to public accommodations gave African Americans a greater sense of dignity. “Now if we want to go to McDonald’s we can go to McDonald’s,” mused a black woman in Atlanta. “It’s just knowing! It’s a good feeling.” But with discrimination lingering in many spheres and black unemployment disproportionately high, the anger bubbling below the surface of the urban ghetto finally boiled over.

Voter Registration of African Americans in the South, 1964-1971

1964 – Twenty-fourth Amendment outlaws the poll tax in elections for federal office

1964 – Civil Rights Act empowers the US attorney general to guarantee the right to vote and establishes the Fair Employment Opportunity Commission

1965 – Voting Rights Act prohibits literacy tests, provides for federal registrars to enroll blacks illegally barred from voting, and outlaws intimidation of blacks registering or voting

Percentage of Black Voting-Age Population Registered

	State
	Pre-Voting Rights Act of 1965
	1971

	Virginia
	38%
	52%

	North Carolina
	44%
	43%

	South Carolina
	33%
	45%

	Georgia
	28%
	64%

	Florida
	51%
	54%

	Alabama
	18%
	54%

	Mississippi
	6%
	60%

	Louisiana
	32%
	56%

	Arkansas
	42%
	81%

	Tennessee
	66%
	65%


