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The Voting Rights Act of 1965

From Free At Last: The U.S. Civil Rights Movement (see http://www.america.gov/
publications/books-content /free-at-last.html).
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Five months after the Selma-to-Montgmery March, the Congress passed and President
Johnson signed into law the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Shortly before noon on August 6,
1965, Johnson drove to the U.S. Capitol building. Waiting for him were the leaders of
Congress and of the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr. and John Lewis among
them. In signing the act into law, Johnson told the nation:

The central fact of American civilization... is that freedom and justice and the dignity of man
are not just words to us. We believe in them. Under all the growth, and the tumult, and
abundance, we believe. And so, as long as some among us are oppressed and we are part of
that oppression, it must blunt our faith and sap the strength of our high purpose.

Thus this is a victory for the freedom of the American Negro, but it is also a victory for
the freedom of the American nation. And every family across this great entire searching land
will live stronger in liberty, will live more splendid in expectation, and will be prouder to be
American because of the act that you have passed that | will sign today.

The Fifteenth Amendment already barred racial discrimination in voting rights, so the
problem was not that African Americans lacked the legal right to vote. It was that some
state and local officials had systematically deprived blacks of those rights. The Voting
Rights Act accordingly authorized the federal government to assume control of the voter
registration process in any state or voting district that had in 1964 employed a literacy or
other qualifying test and in which fewer than half of voting age residents had either
registered or voted. Six entire southern states were thus “covered,” as were a number of
counties in several other states. Covered jurisdictions were prohibited from modifying their
voting rules and regulations without first affording federal officials the opportunity to
review the change for discriminatory intent or effect. Other provisions barred the future
use of literacy tests and directed the attorney general of the United States to commence
legal action to end the use of poll taxes in state elections. (The Twenty-Fourth Amendment
to the U.S. Constitution, ratified in January 1964, already barred the poll tax in elections for
federal office.)
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The introduction of federal “examiners” ended the mass intimidation of potential
minority voters. The results were dramatic. By the end of 1965, the five states of the Deep
South alone registered 160,000 new African-American voters. By 2000, African-American
registration rates trailed that of whites by only 2 percent. In the South, where in 1965 only
two African Americans served either in the U.S. Congress or a state legislature, the
number in December 2008 was 160.

The Voting Rights Act was originally enacted for a five-year period, but it has been
both extended and expanded to introduce new requirements, such as the provision of
bilingual election materials.

In 1982, President Ronald Reagan signed a 25-year extension: “The right to vote is the
crown jewel of American liberties,” he said, “and we will not see its luster diminished.”
President George W. Bush signed another 25-year extension in 20060.

On the web

African American Voting Rights and the North Carolina Constitution
http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/AARightsNCConstitution8.pdf

In this lesson from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium, students will examine
changes in African American voting rights throughout North Carolina’s history. This lesson
begins by reviewing key vocabulary. Students then independently research the history of African
American voting rights in North Carolina using a primary source web quest or jig saw activity.
Additional activities include administering a sample voting literacy test and having students
create historical suffrage posters.
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Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including African Americans, Civil Rights Movement, Lyndon Johnson, civil rights, history,
legislation, and voting.
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