
 
GOVERNMENT & YOUR RIGHT TO VOTE 

VOTING RIGHTS ACT (1965) 
The text below includes select passages from the full law.  

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. 3. (a) Whenever the Attorney General institutes a proceeding under any statute to enforce the 
guarantees of the fifteenth amendment in any State or political subdivision the court shall authorize the 
appointment of Federal examiners by the United States Civil Service Commission in accordance with 
section 6 to serve for such period of time and for such political subdivisions as the court shall determine 
is appropriate to enforce the guarantees of the fifteenth amendment... 

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)... 

(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. 

(d) For purposes of this section no State or political subdivision shall be determined to have engaged in 
the use of tests or devices for the purpose or with the effect of denying or abridging the right to vote on 
account of race or color if (1) incidents of such use have been few in number and have been promptly 
and effectively corrected by State or local action, (2) the continuing effect of such incidents has been 
eliminated, and (3) there is no reasonable probability of their recurrence in the future. 

(e)  

(1) Congress hereby declares that to secure the rights under the fourteenth amendment of persons 
educated in American-flag schools in which the predominant classroom language was other than 
English, it is necessary to prohibit the States from conditioning the right to vote of such persons on 
ability to read, write, understand, or interpret any matter in the English language… 

SEC. 5. Whenever a State or political subdivision with respect to which the prohibitions set forth in 
section 4(a) are in effect shall enact or seek to administer any voting qualification or prerequisite to 
voting, or standard, practice, or procedure with respect to voting different from that in force or effect 
on November 1, 1964, such State or subdivision may institute an action in the United States District 



 
GOVERNMENT & YOUR RIGHT TO VOTE 

Court for the District of Columbia for a declaratory judgment that such qualification, prerequisite, 
standard, practice, or procedure does not have the purpose and will not have the effect of denying or 
abridging the right to vote on account of race or color, and unless and until the court enters such 
judgment no person shall be denied the right to vote for failure to comply with such qualification, 
prerequisite, standard, practice, or procedure… 

SEC. 7. (a) The examiners for each political subdivision shall, at such places as the Civil Service 
Commission shall by regulation designate, examine applicants concerning their qualifications for voting. 
An application to an examiner shall be in such form as the Commission may require and shall contain 
allegations that the applicant is not otherwise registered to vote… 

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. Such persons so assigned shall report to an examiner appointed for such political 
subdivision, to the Attorney General, and if the appointment of examiners has been authorized pursuant 
to section 3(a), to the court.  

SEC. 9. (a) Any challenge to a listing on an eligibility list prepared by an examiner shall be heard and 
determined by a hearing officer appointed by and responsible to the Civil Service Commission and under 
such rules as the Commission shall by regulation prescribe…  

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… 

(d) During the pendency of such actions, and thereafter if the courts, notwithstanding this action by the 
Congress, should declare the requirement of the payment of a poll tax to be constitutional, no citizen of 
the United States who is a resident of a State or political subdivision with respect to which 
determinations have been made under subsection 4(b) and a declaratory judgment has not been 
entered under subsection 4(a), during the first year he becomes otherwise entitled to vote by reason of 
registration by State or local officials or listing by an examiner, shall be denied the right to vote for 
failure to pay a poll tax…  

SEC. 11. (a) No person acting under color of law shall fail or refuse to permit any person to vote who is 
entitled to vote under any provision of this Act or is otherwise qualified to vote, or willfully fail or refuse 
to tabulate, count, and report such person's vote. 
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(b) No person, whether acting under color of law or otherwise, shall intimidate, threaten, or coerce, or 
attempt to intimidate, threaten, or coerce any person for voting or attempting to vote, or intimidate, 
threaten, or coerce, or attempt to intimidate, threaten, or coerce any person for urging or aiding any 
person to vote or attempt to vote, or intimidate, threaten, or coerce any person for exercising any 
powers or duties under section 3(a), 6, 8, 9, 10, or 12(e). 

 SEC. 13…  

(c) 

(1) The terms "vote" or "voting" shall include all action necessary to make a vote effective in any 
primary, special, or general election, including, but not limited to, registration, listing pursuant to this 
Act, or other action required by law prerequisite to voting, casting a ballot, and having such ballot 
counted properly and included in the appropriate totals of votes cast with respect to candidates for 
public or party office and propositions for which votes are received in an election. 

(2) The term "political subdivision" shall mean any county or parish, except that, where registration for 
voting is not conducted under the supervision of a county or parish, the term shall include any other 
subdivision of a State which conducts registration for voting… 

SEC. 17. Nothing in this Act shall be construed to deny, impair, or otherwise adversely affect the right to 
vote of any person registered to vote under the law of any State or political subdivision… 

SEC 19. If any provision of this Act or the application thereof to any person or circumstances is held 
invalid, the remainder of the Act and the application of the provision to other persons not similarly 
situated or to other circumstances shall not be affected thereby. 

Approved August 6, 1965. 

Source: Ourdocuments.gov. (n.d.). Voting Rights Act (1965). Retrieved from 
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=100 
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