Letter from Raleigh C. Minor to the members of the Constitutional Convention

Minor presents his plan of Plural Voting as a solution to achieving constitutional disfranchisement. 

Charlottesville, Va., 1901. 

To the Members of the Constitutional Convention: 

There are many great questions before you for settlement, but in far-reaching importance to our sister States of the South, and indeed to the whole Union, as well as to the State of Virginia, none approaches that of the suffrage. Here is an opportunity for broad statesmanship, which, if taken advantage of, may once more place Virginia in the proud position of a pioneer in political thought. 

The purpose of this paper is to call the earnest attention of the members of the Convention to the plan of PLURAL VOTING, and to urge briefly some reasons for its adoption. The paper is respectfully submitted, with the assurance that each member, feeling profoundly the responsibilities resting upon him in regard to this matter, will weigh carefully, deliberately, and conscientiously any reasonable suggestions that may be offered. 

In brief, the plan of PLURAL VOTING now presented contemplates no abridgment or denial of the present rights of citizens in the respect of suffrage, but only that hereafter on additional vote be given to such persons as, by the acquisition of property (say to the amount of $300), have shown intelligence, thrift, enterprise, and an interest in the welfare and stablity of the community--thus giving the balance of power to the great, intelligent middle class, while not denying to the poor and ignorant a voice in the community commensurate with their intelligence and average ability to pass upon the complex public questions that constantly arise. 

It is to be observed that this plan differs from the straight property qualification, in that the latter gives to those so young, so unfortunate, or so incompetent, as not to have acquired the property necessary, no voice in public affairs, while the plural vote gives such persons half as much voice as others more fortunate or more intelligent and enterprising. In other words, when reduced to its lowest terms, the plural vote gives to those owning the required property one vote, and to those not owning it one-half vote. The property qualification gives the latter class no vote at all. 

On the other hand, while the plan proposed is identical with the present system, in so far as it calls for universal suffrage, it differs from it in that it discards the principle of equality of suffrage--the bane of universal suffrage as it now exists. At the same time, the principal of inequality is definite and certain, and easily overcome by one possessing intelligence and resolution. 

Without elaboration, the following are briefly some of the advantages of this plan: 

1. The danger of negro domination is eliminated, without making a discrimination against him, which would tend to destroy the budding self-respect of the race, or else, while compelling him to earn the right to vote by bettering his condition, would tend to leave his poor white neighborhood in a fool's paradise, without ambition to improve his; and which, at the very least, would tend to widen the breach between the two races and to lessen the good influence which the whites should exercise over the inferior race. 

2. It is a plain, simple, self-executing provision, not dependent for its operation upon the prejudiced or partisan interpretation of any registrar or judge of elections. 

3. Since there is no discrimination by reason of race, etc., it is in no degree violative of the fifteenth amendment. 

4. Since it does not deny or abridge the right of any man to vote, it is not violative of the fourteenth amendment, and does not endanger the cutting down of the State's representation in Congress or in the Electoral College. There is a great difference between adding to rights already existent and taking away or abridging such rights. 

5. The plan proposed enlargens the electorate, instead of restricting it. The new constitution could be submitted to this enlargened electorate without danger of defeat, and without violating any precedent afforded by former constitiutional conventions in Virginia, all of which have thus been submitted. 

6. Since no white man is disfranchised under the proposed plan, the pledge of the Norfolk Convention (if that be deemed important) is kept. 

7. Without taking away a single right that now belongs to any white man, negro domination is prevented, and at the same time the balance of power is bestowed where it properly belongs--not upon the very rich, nor upon the very ignorant; but upon the great middle class, whose intelligence and interest in the welfare and stability of the government is evidenced by the acquisition and ownership of property--thereby materially weakening the influence of mere money in politics, and substituting the influence of reason and argument. 

8. The adoption of this plan--as of any property qualification--would sound the death-knell of the political ring (if any such there is, present or prospective) in this State, for such combinations thrive only upon an ignorant and unintelligent electorate. 

9. In so far as it retains universal suffrage, the proposed plan gives every man the protection of the ballot to preserve his rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In so far as it adopts a property qualification, it accords an additional voice for the preservation of property rights, sometimes threatened by communistic ideas. In thus according to property rights the recognition their importance in the body-politic demands, the plan will encourage capital and help to build up our waste places. 

10. The elevation of the standard of intelligence in the electorate would irresistibly tend to raise also the average standard of our public men. 

11. The proposed plan, in short, combines all the advantages of a property qualification with those of universal suffrage, at the same time eliminating the disadvantages of both, and accomplishing every end which the Convention desires to attain. 

Can any one maintain reasonably that it is unfair or unjust in the smallest particular; that it is apt to engender a monied aristocracy; that it operates harshly upon the intelligent and industrious; or that it is contrary to democratic or republican institutions? Did not the great political giants of Virginia rise to fame and give us the liberty we now enjoy under a system of suffrage, which, though less fair and just, relied upon the same leavening principle--a property qualification? Universal and equal suffrage was an experiment first tried in Virginia in 1850. It was then an innovation upon our institutions, which experience has not shown to be altogether successful. Why not retain its good features, while discarding those that are vicious and dangerous? 

Can it be said to be "contrary to our institutions"--an objection sometimes made to the plan proposed--to return to the good features of a plan only thrown aside as late as 1850, while modifying it so as to meet the demands of the best modern thought with respect to universal suffrage? 

May Virginia adopt this plan, and thus set an example and give an object lesson in the science of government, which must, in the course of time, be followed by the ring-ridden States of this country, if this would preserve their liberties. 

Should the plan of PLURAL VOTING be adopted the only changes needed in the present Constitution would be as follows: 

1. In line 3, section 1, Article III., after the words "entitled to," add the words "cast one." 

2. At the end of section 1, add the following, or a similar provision: "Every person entitled to vote at any election, who shall during the year next preceding election have paid taxes in county, city, or town in which he offers to vote under the preceding clauses of this section, upon property, real or personal, or both, assessed at $300 or more, shall be entitled to cast one additional vote at such election."

Compare the self-executing simplicity of this provision with the labored ingenuity which attempts to secure negro disfranchisement without disfranchising the white man, who may be equally ignorant, unitelligent, thriftless, or corrupt. Racial hatred and jealousy, the legitimate offspring of the latter plans, will yield to racial emulation to become deserving of the full right of suffrage. Which is the nobler and more elevating sentiment? 

RALEIGH C. MINOR. 

Source: http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/afam/politics/convention.html
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1901 Flyer--"No White Man to Lose His Vote" 

Written by Democrats State Chairman Ellyson, John Goode (President of the 1901 Constitutional Convention), and A.J. Montague (the party's nominee for governor) in an attempt to assure the white electorate that their right to vote would remain undisturbed as they sought to extinguish African-American suffrage. 

Broadside 1901.N68, Special Collections Department, University of Virginia. 

Source: http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/afam/politics/convention.html
The Daily Progress 

October 4, 1902 

The Recent Voter Registration Drive

In the first ward, 224 whites and 8 colored voters were registered. Of the latter, one, a graduate of Hampton Institute, came in under the understanding clause; one came in under the property owning clause of the new instrument, and one as the son of a Confederate soldier. One of the eight colored men registered in this ward, J.T.S. Taylor, represented Albemarle and Charlottesville in the Underwood Convention. He is a very worthy and prosperous citizen. In the second ward, 130 whites were registered and 26 colored, 18 of the latter being admitted on the property clause. In the third ward, 155 were registered, 138 being white and 17 colored. Of the latter, 14 qualified under the property clause. One white man and 27 colored were rejected on the understanding clause. The former registration books showed, after a thorough purging, a voting strength of 120 whites and 20 colored. A house-to-house canvass was made in this ward. In the fourth ward, 246 voters were registered, 33 being colored, and nearly all of these getting votes on the property clause. . . . 

List of first ward black voters in the article: John H. Baker, J.R. Cox, John L. Edmonds, James A. Farrar, Noah Jackson, Troy Kenney, Jas. F. Sammons and J.T.S. Taylor. 

Lists of voters in 2nd, 3rd and 4th wards follow in other articles in October, 1902: 

2nd Ward, colored (article, 10/16/02): James H. Brown, J.A. Brown, E.F. Bolling, Ben Chapman, Wesley Commodore, J.H. Dickenson, Adam Ellis, E.W. Fleming, George Flannagan, J.P. Fleming, Thos. Garland, J.L. Hayes, G.P. Inge, W. Irving, Wm. Kenedy, George Lewis, B.W. Newton, J.L. Sellers, Wm. Scott, Andrew Sellers, Edward Smith, Schuyler Saunders, John West, H.M. West, Fred Winston. 

3rd Ward, colored: A.F. Angel, Jackson Bryant, C.E. Coles, Phillip Daniel, Phillip Edwards, J.H. Ferguson, R.B. Hardy, Coleman Hirskell, Geo. W. Kenny, Robert Kelly, T.L. Mickins, Ned Mickins, G.S. Meadows, William Shepheard, J.H. Woods, Josh West and Richard Wood. 

4th Ward, colored (article 10/29/02): J. Allen, Robt. Bullock, A.T. Buckner, G.W. Brown, Henry Blue, J.W.Burns, Charles Burley, R.T. Brown, J.L. Coles, Wm. E. Catlett, Wm. Dickerson, Robert Flood, Charles Fuller, C.D. Goodloe, Charles Goodloe, P.S. Hooker, Elder Harris, Albert Hooker, Hudson Jenkins, Robert Kelser, G.W. Lawson, W.O. Lewis, J.E. Moon, J.P. Michie, Thos. Preston, R.C. Quarles, Warner Rives, Albert Southall, B.E. Tonsler, Lee Watson, Allen Watson and P.Y. Wyatt. 

Source: http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/afam/politics/convention.html
Excerpt from the Virginia Constitution of 1902

“Article IX …

Sec. 138
The General Assembly may, in its direction, provide for the compulsory education of children between the ages of eight and twelve years, except such as are weak of body or mind, or can read and write, or are attending private schools, or are excused for cause by the district school trustees.

Sec. 139
Provision shall be made to supply children attending the public schools with necessary text-books in cases where the parent or guardian is unable, by reason of poverty, to furnish them.

Sec. 140
White and colored children shall not be taught in the same school.”
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