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The Voting Rights Act of 1965

AN ACT To enforce the fifteenth amendment to the Constitution of the United States, and for other
purposes.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress
assembled, That this Act shall be known as the “Voting Rights Act of 1965

SEC. 2. No voting qualification or prerequisite to voting, or standard, practice, or procedure shall be
imposed or applied by any State or political subdivision to deny or abridge the right of any citizen of
the United States to vote on account of race or color... ..

SEC. 4. (a) To assure that the right of citizens of the United States to vote is not denied or abridged on
account of race or color, no citizen shall be denied the right to vote in any Federal, State, or local
election because of his failure to comply with any test or device in any State with respect to which
the determinations have been made under subsection (b)....

(b) The provisions of subsection (a) shall apply in any State or in any political subdivision of a state which
(1) the Attorney General determines maintained on November 1, 1964, any test or device, and with
respect to which (2) the Director of the Census determines that less than 50 percentum of the persons
of voting age residing therein were registered on November 1, 1964, or that less than 50 percentum of
such persons voted in the presidential election of November 1964. ...

(c) The phrase “test or device” shall mean any requirement that a person as a prerequisite for voting or
registration for voting (1) demonstrate the ability to read, write, understand, or interpret any matter,
(2) demonstrate any educational achievement or his knowledge of any particular subject, (3) possess
good moral character, or (4) prove his qualifications by the voucher of registered voters or members
of any other class. . ..

SEC. 8. Whenever an examiner is serving under this Act in any political subdivision, the Civil Service
Commission may assign, at the request of the Attorney General, one or more persons, who may

be officers of the United States, (1) to enter and attend at any place for holding an election in such
subdivision for the purpose of observing whether persons who are entitled to vote are being
permitted to vote, and (2) to enter and attend at any place for tabulating the votes cast at any
election held in such subdivision for the purpose of observing whether votes cast by persons
entitled to vote are being properly tabulated. . ..

SEC. 10. (a) The Congress finds that the requirement of the payment of a poll tax as a precondition
to voting (i) precludes persons of limited means from voting or imposes unreasonable financial
hardship upon such persons as a precondition to their exercise of the franchise, (ii) does not bear a
reasonable relationship to any legitimate State interest in the conduct of elections, and (iii) in some
areas has the purpose or effect of denying persons the right to vote because of race or color. Upon
the basis of these findings, Congress declares that the constitutional right of citizens to vote is
denied or abridged in some areas by the requirement of the payment of a poll tax as a precondition
to voting.
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(b) In the exercise of the powers of Congress under section 5 of the fourteenth amendment and
section 2 of the fifteenth amendment, the Attorney General is authorized and directed to institute
forthwith in the name of the United States such actions, including actions against States or political
subdivisions, for declaratory judgment or injunctive relief against the enforcement of any
requirement of the payment of a poll tax as a precondition to voting ...

Approved August 6, 1965.

Directions: Using information from the reading, answer the following questions.

1. Analyzing What amendment was this law intended to enforce and why was this law necessary?

2. Explaining What is the purpose of Section 4(b)(1)?

3. Listing State three reasons that Congress says the poll tax is unconstitutional.

4. Making Connections Based on what you learned in your text and in this document, why is
it important that this act clearly defines a “test or device”? In your answer, explain what is
meant by the phrase “test or device.”
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