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Course Description: 

In 1886, the Supreme Court of the United States first recognized in Yick Wo v. Hopkins that the right to 
vote is a “fundamental political right,” and subsequently emphasized, in 1964 in Reynolds v. Sims, that 
“the right to exercise the franchise in a free and unimpaired manner is preservative of [all] other basic 
civil and political rights.” Despite these pronouncements, racially discriminatory barriers to voting have 
remained enshrined in the fabric of our democracy.   

It was not until a bi-partisan Congress enacted the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA) that the Fourteenth 
and Fifteenth Amendments, giving effect to the fundamental right to vote to Black and other voters of 
color, began to be more widely enforced. Still, in the more than 50 years since the VRA’s enactment, racial 
discrimination in voting persists, requiring continued use of federal (and state) constitutional and 
statutory tools to ensure the voting rights of Black and other voters of colors. 

The goal of this course is to introduce students to some of the key provisions of the U.S. Constitution and 
VRA that have been most effective at protecting and advancing the voting rights of people of color, as 
well as to examine what remains of the VRA’s protections following the Supreme Court’s 2013 Shelby 
County, Alabama v. Holder ruling. Students will scrutinize the old and new forms of racial discrimination 
in voting that continue to deny and abridge voting rights, including felony disenfranchisement, restrictions 
on voter registration and early voting, voter purges, polling places changes, strict voter photo 
identification laws, and manipulative redistricting, among many other election laws, policies, and 
practices that limit the ability of voters of color to freely exercise their right to vote.  
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