
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 is one of the most important pieces of legislation in U.S. 
history. Signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson on August 6, 1965, it aimed to 
eliminate racial discrimination in voting. 

The Act came after decades of voter suppression in the South, where discriminatory 
practices like literacy tests, poll taxes, and intimidation were used to keep African 
Americans from voting. Even though the 15th Amendment (1870) banned racial 
discrimination in voting, states found ways to bypass it. 

The immediate spark for the Voting Rights Act was the Selma to Montgomery marches in 
Alabama. In March 1965, peaceful protesters demanding voting rights were brutally 
attacked by police on “Bloody Sunday.” The images shocked the nation and created 
momentum for change. 

Civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, and organizations such as the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) played key roles in highlighting the injustice. 

President Johnson, who initially hesitated to push new voting legislation, gave a 
powerful speech to Congress after Selma, declaring, “We shall overcome.” This speech 
framed voting rights as a moral issue central to American democracy. 

The Voting Rights Act outlawed literacy tests, understanding tests, and other 
discriminatory practices that had been widely used in Southern states to disenfranchise 
Black voters. These were often applied subjectively by white registrars to block African 
Americans. 

A crucial part of the law was Section 5, which required certain states and counties with 
histories of discrimination to get “preclearance” from the federal government before 
changing any voting laws. This gave the Justice Department oversight to stop 
discriminatory rules before they took effect. 

The law also authorized federal examiners and observers to monitor elections in areas 
where voter suppression was common. This was unprecedented federal involvement in 
state elections but was seen as necessary to protect civil rights. 

The impact was immediate and dramatic. Within a few years, millions of African 
Americans registered to vote, especially in the South. In Mississippi, Black voter 
registration jumped from about 7% in 1964 to nearly 60% by 1969. 

The Voting Rights Act also paved the way for more African Americans to run for office. 
By the 1970s and 1980s, Black elected officials were increasing at every level of 
government, reshaping U.S. politics. 



The law faced fierce opposition from Southern politicians, who claimed it violated states’ 
rights. However, its results proved transformative, dismantling much of the Jim Crow 
system that had existed for nearly a century. 

The Act was renewed and amended several times, including in 1970, 1975, and 1982, 
each time expanding protections. For example, the 1975 amendments added protections 
for language minorities, including Spanish-speaking, Native American, and Asian 
American voters. 

Despite its success, the Act faced challenges. In 2013, the Supreme Court case Shelby 
County v. Holder struck down the formula used for determining which states required 
preclearance. This effectively weakened Section 5 and removed federal oversight in 
many areas. 

Since Shelby, several states have passed restrictive voting laws, such as strict voter ID 
requirements, cuts to early voting, and purges of voter rolls. Critics argue these laws 
disproportionately affect minority and low-income voters. 

Supporters of voting rights have since called for restoring and strengthening the Act. 
Proposals like the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act aim to reestablish federal 
oversight to prevent modern forms of voter suppression. 

The 1965 Voting Rights Act remains a landmark in the struggle for civil rights. It turned 
the promises of the Constitution into real access to democracy for millions who had been 
excluded. 

In summary, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 broke the legal backbone of Jim Crow voting 
laws. Though weakened in recent years, its legacy continues to shape debates about 
democracy, fairness, and equal access to the ballot in America. 


