
Name

The Fifteenth Amendment
By Cathy Pearl

The Fifteenth Amendment
was proposed during
Reconstruction. The goal of
the amendment was to give
all black men the right to
vote. The amendment was
not written well. There
were many ways to get
around it. After
Reconstruction was over,
whites in the South found a
way to do that.

This amendment called for suffrage. Suffrage is the right to vote. The
amendment only called for black men to be allowed to vote. It did not
include women. At the time, white women could not vote, either.
Women would not gain the right to vote for many more years.

Reconstruction acts gave black men the right to vote in Southern
states. But many saw this as unfair. Northern states were not giving
black men the right to vote. In 1868, eleven states in the North did not
allow blacks to vote in elections.

The answer to that problem was a new amendment to the
Constitution. Three different versions were written. The one that was
chosen said that states could not deny citizens the right to vote
because of race, color, or having once being a slave.

Many in Congress were worried about the wording. There were ways
for the South to get around this new law. Still, Congress approved it
on February 2, 1869.

Again, Southern states were forced to approve the new amendment to
rejoin the Union. At the time, there were states that still had not been
readmitted. They had no choice but to approve it. The final state
needed to ratify it did so on February 3, 1870.

As with earlier amendments proposed after the Civil War, some states
did not approve it right away. Some waited more than one hundred
years. The final state, Kentucky, approved it in 1976.

The first person known to vote under this new amendment was
Thomas Mundy Peterson. Within a few years, thousands of black men
were taking advantage of this right. Blacks began to win offices in
Southern governments.

But those in Congress who had been worried about the new
amendment would be proven right. During Reconstruction, the federal
government used the army to protect the rights of voters. When
Reconstruction ended, the army left. There wasn't any protection after
that.

The Ku Klux Klan, or KKK, began to scare away black voters.
Violence became very bad. Some voters were murdered. Blacks lost
most of the offices that they had won.

By the 1890s, whites in the South had found loopholes in the new
amendment. They made blacks take literacy tests. These could be tests
that blacks had to take to prove they could read. Others tested blacks
on what they knew about the government. Very few black men could
pass the tests.

Poll taxes were also started. Southern blacks had very little money
and could not pay these taxes. Soon, very few black men could take
advantage of this right.

Blacks would have to continue to fight for this right until the 1960s.
Until then whites in the South would use whatever means were
necessary to keep them from voting.

The Fifteenth Amendment

Questions

1. Why couldn't black women vote?

A. They were black.
B. No women in the 1800s had the right to vote.
C. They didn't want to vote.
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2. In 1868, how many states in the North did not allow blacks to
vote?

A. Eleven
B. Five
C. One

3. What was the last state to approve the amendment?

4. Why was Congress worried about the new amendment?

5. What was the KKK doing in the South?

A. Helping people vote
B. Helping rebuild
C. Scaring away black voters

6. What did Southern whites use to keep blacks from voting?

A. Poll taxes
B. Literacy tests
C. Both A and B


