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Civil Rights Act

The Civil Rights Act of 1964, which ended segregation in public places and banned

employment discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex or national origin, is

considered one of the crowning legislative achievements of the civil rights movement. First

proposed by President John F. Kennedy, it survived strong opposition from southern members

of Congress and was then signed into law by Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson. In

subsequent years, Congress expanded the act and also passed additional legislation aimed at

bringing equality to African Americans, such as the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
LEAD-UP TO THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT

Following the Civil War (1861-1865), a trio of constitutional amendments abolished slavery,

made the former slaves citizens and gave all men the right to vote regardless of race.

Nonetheless, many states–particularly in the South–used poll taxes, literacy tests and other

similar measures to keep their African-American residents essentially disenfranchised. They

also enforced strict segregation through “Jim Crow” laws and condoned violence from white

supremacist groups like the Ku Klux Klan.
DID YOU KNOW?

President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 with at least 75 pens, which he

handed out to congressional supporters of the bill such as Hubert Humphrey and Everett

Dirksen and to civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Roy Wilkins.

For decades after Reconstruction (1865-1877), the U.S. Congress did not pass a single civil

rights act. Finally, in 1957, it established a civil rights section of the Justice Department, along

with a Commission on Civil Rights to investigate discriminatory conditions. Three years later,

Congress provided for court-appointed referees to help blacks register to vote. Both of these

bills were strongly watered down to overcome southern resistance. When John F. Kennedy

entered the White House in 1961, he initially delayed in supporting new anti-discrimination

measures. But with protests springing up throughout the South – including one in Birmingham,

Alabama, where police brutally suppressed nonviolent demonstrators with dogs, clubs and

high-pressure fire hoses – Kennedy decided to act. In June 1963 he proposed by far the most

comprehensive civil rights legislation to date, saying the United States “will not be fully free

until all of its citizens are free.”
THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT MOVES THROUGH CONGRESS

Kennedy was assassinated that November in Dallas, after which new President Lyndon B.

Johnson immediately took up the cause. “Let this session of Congress be known as the session

which did more for civil rights than the last hundred sessions combined,” Johnson said in his

first State of the Union address. During debate on the floor of the U.S. House of

Representatives, southerners argued, among other things, that the bill unconstitutionally

usurped individual liberties and states’ rights. In a mischievous attempt to sabotage the bill, a

Virginia segregationist introduced an amendment to ban employment discrimination against

women. That one passed, whereas over 100 other hostile amendments were defeated. In the

end, the House approved the bill with bipartisan support by a vote of 290-130.
The bill then moved to the Senate, where southern and border state Democrats staged a 75-

day filibuster –among the longest in U.S. history. On one occasion, Senator Robert Byrd of

West Virginia, a former Ku Klux Klan member, spoke for over 14 consecutive hours. But with

the help of behind-the-scenes horse-trading, the bill’s supporters eventually obtained the twothirds votes necessary to end debate. One of those votes came from California Senator Clair

Engle, who, though too sick to speak, signaled “aye” by pointing to his own eye. Having broken

the filibuster, the Senate voted 73-27 in favor of the bill, and Johnson signed it into law on July

2, 1964. “It is an important gain, but I think we just delivered the South to the Republican

Party for a long time to come,” Johnson, a Democrat, purportedly told an aide later that day in

a prediction that would largely come true.
PROVISIONS WITHIN THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT

Under the Civil Rights Act, segregation on the grounds of race, religion or national origin was

banned at all places of public accommodation, including courthouses, parks, restaurants,

theaters, sports arenas and hotels. No longer could blacks and other minorities be denied

service simply based on the color of their skin. The act also barred race, religious, national

origin and gender discrimination by employers and labor unions, and created an Equal

Employment Opportunity Commission with the power to file lawsuits on behalf of aggrieved
workers. Additionally, the act forbade the use of federal funds for any discriminatory program,

authorized the Office of Education (now the Department of Education) to assist with school

desegregation, gave extra clout to the Commission on Civil Rights and prohibited the unequal

application of voting requirements. For famed civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., it was

nothing less than a “second emancipation.”

AFTER THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT

The Civil Rights Act was later expanded to bring disabled Americans, the elderly and women in

collegiate athletics under its umbrella. It also paved the way for two major follow-up laws: the

Voting Rights Act of 1965, which prohibited literacy tests and other discriminatory voting

practices, and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, which banned discrimination in the sale, rental

and financing of property. Though the struggle against racism would continue, legal

segregation had been brought to its knees.
Voting Rights Act

The Voting Rights Act, signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson (1908‐73) on August 6,

1965, aimed to overcome legal barriers at the state and local levels that prevented African

Americans from exercising their right to vote under the 15th Amendment (1870) to the

Constitution of the United States. The act significantly widened the franchise and is considered

among the most far‐reaching pieces of civil rights legislation in U.S. history.
SELMA SPURS JOHNSON TO CALL FOR VOTING RIGHTS ACT

Lyndon Johnson assumed the presidency in November 1963 upon the assassination of

President John F. Kennedy. In the presidential race of 1964, Johnson was officially elected in a

landslide victory and used this mandate to push for legislation he believed would improve the

American way of life, such as stronger voting‐rights laws.
DID YOU KNOW?

In 1965, at the time of the passage of the Voting Rights Act, there were six African‐American

members of the U.S. House of Representativesandno blacks in the U.S. Senate. By 1971, there

were 13 members of the House and one black member of the Senate.
After the U.S. Civil War (1861‐65), the 15th Amendment, ratified in 1870, prohibited states

from denying a male citizen the right to vote based on “race, color or previous condition of

servitude.” Nevertheless, in the ensuing decades, various discriminatory practices were used

to prevent African Americans, particularly those in the South, from exercising their right to

vote.
During the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, voting rights activists in the South

were subjected to various forms of mistreatment and violence. One event that outraged many

Americans occurred on March 7, 1965, when peaceful participants in a voting rights march

from Selma, Alabama, to the state capital in Montgomery were met by Alabama state troopers

who attacked them with nightsticks, tear gas and whips after they refused to turn back. Some

protesters were severely beaten, and others ran for their lives. The incident was captured on

national television.
In the wake of the brutal incident, Johnson called for comprehensive voting rights legislation.

In a speech to a joint session of Congress on March 15, 1965, the president outlined the

devious ways in which election officials denied African‐American citizens the vote. Blacks

attempting to vote often were told by election officials that they had gotten the date, time or

polling place wrong, that they possessed insufficient literacy skills or that they had filled out an

application incorrectly. Blacks, whose population suffered a high rate of illiteracy due to

centuries of oppression and poverty, often would be forced to take literacy tests, which they

inevitably failed. Johnson also told Congress that voting officials, primarily in Southern states,

had been known to force black voters to “recite the entire Constitution or explain the most

complex provisions of state laws,” a task most white voters would have been hard‐pressed to

accomplish. In some cases, even blacks with college degrees were turned away from the polls.
VOTING RIGHTS ACT: SIGNED INTO LAW ON AUGUST 6, 1965

The voting rights bill was passed in the U.S. Senate by a 77‐19 vote on May 26, 1965. After

debating the bill for more than a month, the U.S. House of Representatives passed the bill by a

vote of 333‐85 on July 9. Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act into law on August 6, with

Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders present at the ceremony.
The act banned the use of literacy tests, provided for federal oversight of voter registration in

areas where less than 50 percent of the nonwhite population had not registered to vote, and

authorized the U.S. attorney general to investigate the use of poll taxes in state and local

elections (in 1964, the 24th Amendment made poll taxes illegal in federal elections; poll taxes

in state elections were banned in 1966 by the U.S. Supreme Court).
VOTING RIGHTS ACT: VOTER TURNOUT RISES IN THE SOUTH

Although the Voting Rights Act passed, state and local enforcement of the law was weak and it

often was ignored outright, mainly in the South and in areas where the proportion of blacks in

the population was high and their vote threatened the political status quo. Still, the Voting

Rights Act gave African‐American voters the legal means to challenge voting restrictions and

vastly improved voter turnout. In Mississippi alone, voter turnout among blacks increased

from 6 percent in 1964 to 59 percent in 1969. Since its passage, the Voting Rights Act has been amended to include such features as the protection of voting rights for non‐English‐speaking American citizens.

Part 1:  Use the article “Civil Rights Act” to answer the following questions:
1. What did the Civil Rights Act end?
2. President Johnson called the Civil Rights Act an “important gain” after he signed it into law.

Explain what made the Civil Rights Act an “important gain.” Support your answer with evidence from the article.
Part 2: Use the article “Voting Rights Act” to answer the following questions:
3. What did the Voting Rights Act aim to do?
4. Did the Voting Rights Act achieve what it aimed to do? Support your answer with evidence from the article.
Part 3: Use both the article “Civil Rights Act” AND “Voting Rights Act” to answer the following questions:
5. According to the first article, the Civil Rights Act “paved the way” for the Voting Rights Act. What evidence from each article supports this claim?
6. Which act did more to advance the rights of African Americans: the Civil Rights Act or the Voting Rights Act? Support your answer with evidence from each article.
7.  Review the sentence, “Though the struggle against racism would continue, legal

segregation had been brought to its knees” (3rd paragraph on page 2).  Identify the imagery and explain its effect on the passage.

8.  Use 5 Steps for solving Context Clues to explain what the word condoned means (2nd paragraph on page 1).  
· Step 1- Circle the unknown word in the text.

· Step 2- Paraphrase the text HERE:

· Step 3- Draw a box around the words/phrases that HELP YOU FIGURE OUT THE WORD. Then, identify the type (antonym, synonym, example or definition) on top of the box.

· Step 4- List 2 or 3 possible meanings HERE:
· Step 5- Substitute the possible meanings back into the sentence.  Copy the sentence with YOUR   

            WORD in it here: (Underline the word.)

9.  Use 5 Steps for solving Context Clues to explain what the word usurped means (5th paragraph on page 1).  

· Step 1- Circle the unknown word in the text.

· Step 2- Paraphrase the text HERE:

· Step 3- Draw a box around the words/phrases that HELP YOU FIGURE OUT THE WORD. Then, identify the type (antonym, synonym, example or definition) on top of the box.

· Step 4- List 2 or 3 possible meanings HERE:
· Step 5- Substitute the possible meanings back into the sentence.  Copy the sentence with YOUR   

            WORD in it here: (Underline the word.)

10.  Use 5 Steps for solving Context Clues to explain what the word aggrieved means (2nd paragraph on page 2).  

· Step 1- Circle the unknown word in the text.

· Step 2- Paraphrase the text HERE:

· Step 3- Draw a box around the words/phrases that HELP YOU FIGURE OUT THE WORD. Then, identify the type (antonym, synonym, example or definition) on top of the box.

· Step 4- List 2 or 3 possible meanings HERE:
· Step 5- Substitute the possible meanings back into the sentence.  Copy the sentence with YOUR   

            WORD in it here: (Underline the word.)

11.  Use 5 Steps for solving Context Clues to explain what the word wake means (3rd paragraph on page 3). 

· Step 1- Circle the unknown word in the text.

· Step 2- Paraphrase the text HERE:

· Step 3- Draw a box around the words/phrases that HELP YOU FIGURE OUT THE WORD. Then, identify the type (antonym, synonym, example or definition) on top of the box.

· Step 4- List 2 or 3 possible meanings HERE:
· Step 5- Substitute the possible meanings back into the sentence.  Copy the sentence with YOUR   

            WORD in it here: (Underline the word.)
12. Use 5 Steps for solving Context Clues to explain what the word (your choice) _________________ means.  
· Step 1- Circle the unknown word in the text.
· Step 2- Paraphrase the text HERE:

· Step 3- Draw a box around the words/phrases that HELP YOU FIGURE OUT THE WORD. Then, identify the type (antonym, synonym, example or definition) on top of the box.

· Step 4- List 2 or 3 possible meanings HERE:
· Step 5- Substitute the possible meanings back into the sentence.  Copy the sentence with YOUR   

            WORD in it here: (Underline the word.)
