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Joseph Atlas and Ernestine Talbert
both lived in the part of the Scuth called
he Black Belt, an area stretching from
outhern Virginia to northern Louisiana

and southeastern Arkansas.
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Why was black registration so low?
After all, blacks did hav
right to vote.
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Yet most blacks in the South remained
unregistered. This was especially true in
the states of the Deep South: Alabama,
Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Caro-
lina. Here, blacks feared reprisals from the
whiles who controlled voter registration.
Sometimes, opponents of the black vote
used economic pressures to prevent blacks
from voting. Since most Southern blacks
depended economically on whites, the
threatened loss of income was often
enough to stop them from registering.
Joseph Atlas and Ernestine Tlalbert were
the victims of such pressure.

If such measures didn't work, there
was always the threat of physical force.
Throughout the South, blacks who tried to
register often received anonymous death
threats. Sometimes these threats were
realized. In 1957, bombings and burnings
persuaded nine out of ten registered blacks
in one Florida county to remove their
names from the rolls.

Still, the most effective ways to stop
blacks from voting were actually legal. Be-
fore 1965 only local registrars could enroll
new voters. In the South these officials had
almost complete power to determine
whether a person had the necessary quali-
fications to vote.
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What were these qualifications? They
varied from state to state, from county to
county, but the reality was that in the
South blacks had a much harder time qual-
ifying than whites.

To keep blacks from registering, some
states added a literacy requirement. A po-
tential voter had to satisfy the registrar that
he or she could read, write, and un-
derstand what was written. In Mississippi
a potential voter was required to interpret
any section of the state’s constitution that
the registrar required. If the registrar felt
that the person was unable either to read
or to understand it, the person would not
be registered. Mississippi registrars regu-
larly asked blacks to interpret difficult sec-
tions of the constitution. Whites were
given the easier questions. Even if a black
seemed to understand the section, the reg-
istrar nearly always declared that he or she
didn't comprehend it. If a white had trou-
ble, the registrar regularly permitted him
or her to vote anyway.

. The literacy requirements worked very
effectively and kept most blacks from even
attempting to register. But what about
those black people who had managed
somehow to register? Could something be
done to remove them from the rolls? The




