
Black Americans and the Vote:  Long Time Coming, Still in Progress! 

This is the last of four weekly installments of a Timeline Summary tracking voting rights history of Black 
people in the United States. This list includes some of the important events that occurred following the 
1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education that outlawed racial segregation in public 
schools. 

 In the 1960s the push for voting rights was led by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
and by activists Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., John Lewis, Diane Nash, Ella Baker, Bob Moses, 
Stokely Carmichael, and others.  

 1963 – SNCC organized Freedom Vote, a mock election among southern Black people that was 
designed to encourage these citizens to register to vote.  

 1964 – The Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), a coalition of the Mississippi chapters of 
SNCC, SCLC, CORE, and NAACP, coordinated the Freedom Summer Project, which worked to 
register Black people in Mississippi to vote. This project was powered by local activists and by over 
one thousand college student volunteers (most of whom were white) from the northern and 
western regions of the U.S.  Voting rights activists faced violent opposition in the South, both from 
law enforcement and white residents. Many Freedom Summer activists were arrested by local 
police officers, some were beaten, and three young men (James Chaney of Mississippi, and 
Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman of New York City) were killed in June 1964 by the  
Ku Klux Klan. 

 1964 – Poll taxes are outlawed with adoption of the Twenty-Fourth Amendment. 

 1965 – Selma to Montgomery March. More than 500 civil rights marchers were attacked by law 
enforcement officers while attempting to march from Selma, Alabama to the state capital to 
advocate for African-American voting rights. 

 August 6, 1965 – President Lyndon Johnson signs The Voting Rights Act into law. The Act outlawed 
literacy tests and provided for the appointment of federal examiners (with the power to register 
qualified citizens to vote) in those jurisdictions that were “covered” according to a formula* 
provided in the statute. In addition, Section 5 of the Act required covered jurisdictions to obtain 
“preclearance” from either the District Court for the District of Columbia or the U.S. Attorney 
General for any new voting practices and procedures. Section 2, which closely followed the 
language of the Fifteenth Amendment, applied a nationwide prohibition of the denial or 
abridgment of the right to vote on account of race or color. The use of poll taxes in national 
elections had been abolished by the Twenty-fourth Amendment (1964) to the Constitution; the 
Voting Rights Act directed the Attorney General to challenge the use of poll taxes in state and 
local elections. In Harper v. Virginia State Board of Elections, 383 U.S. 663 (1966), the Supreme 
Court held Virginia’s poll tax to be unconstitutional under the Fourteenth Amendment.  

[*The formula described that (1)receipt by the U.S. Attorney General of written 
complaints from 20 or more residents of a political subdivision alleging that they have 
been denied the right to vote under color of law on account of race or color, and that he 
believes such complaints to be meritorious would prompt or (2) that, in his judgment 
(considering, among other factors, whether the ratio of nonwhite persons to white 
persons registered to vote within such subdivision appears to him to be reasonably 
attributable to violations of the fifteenth amendment or whether substantial evidence 
exists that bona fide efforts are being made within such subdivision to comply with the 
fifteenth amendment), the appointment of examiners is otherwise necessary to enforce 
the guarantees of the Fifteenth Amendment, the Civil Service Commission shall appoint 
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as many examiners for such subdivision as it may deem appropriate to prepare and 
maintain lists of persons eligible to vote in Federal, State, and local elections]. 

 By the end of 1965, about 250,000 new Black voters are registered, one-third of them by federal 
examiners 

 The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was the most significant statutory change in the relationship 
between the federal and state governments in the area of voting since the Reconstruction period 
following the Civil War; and it was immediately challenged in the courts. Between 1965 and 1969, 
the U.S. Supreme Court issued several key decisions upholding the constitutionality of Section 5 
and affirming the broad range of voting practices for which preclearance was required.  

 August 1967 – Thurgood Marshall is confirmed to U.S. Supreme Court. (Marshall had led the team 
that argued the Brown v. Board of Education case before the Supreme Court).  

 1967 – Edward K. Brooke becomes third African-American U.S Senator. [Note: Up to present there 
have been 11 African-American U.S. senators out of a total of about 2000] 

 1970 – President Richard Nixon signs an extension of the Voting Rights Act. 

 1972 – Barbara Jordan of Houston and Andrew Young of Atlanta are the first African-Americans 
elected to Congress from the South since Reconstruction. 

 1975 – President Gerald Ford signs extension of the Voting Rights Act. 

 1982 – President Ronald Reagan signs a 25-year extension of the Voting Rights Act. 

 1990 – Black elected officials in Georgia number 495, compared to 3 prior to the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act. 

 2006 – Congress extends Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act for an additional 25 years. 

 2010-2016 – There are 18 Section 5 objections to voting laws in Texas, South Carolina, Georgia, 
North Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana 

 2011 – Voter suppression activities increase (photo ID requirements, cuts to early voting, 
restrictions to voter registration) 

 2011 – (Texas v. Holder) court blocks Texas voter ID law, citing racial impact [under the Voting 
Rights Act the state was required to submit the law to the Justice Dept of the DC Federal Court 
for approval]. 

 2011 – The South Carolina voter ID law is blocked. 

 2013 – In the Shelby v. Holder decision the Supreme Court renders ineffective the Voting Rights 
Act requirement that certain jurisdictions with a history of voting discrimination get pre-approval 
for voting changes before these go into effect. In the case Alabama filed suit in 2011 asking that 
Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act be declared unconstitutional. The U.S. District Court for the 
District of Columbia and the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit upheld the 
constitutionality of Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act. Alabama appealed the case to the Supreme 
Court which ruled that the coverage formula in Section 4(b) of the Voting Rights Act — which 
determines which jurisdictions are covered by Section 5 — is unconstitutional because it is based 
on an old formula. As a practical matter this means that Section 5 is inoperable until Congress 
enacts a new coverage formula, which the decision invited Congress to do.  
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