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Introduction

The matter of race has been a persistent and complex issue interwoven through-
out America’s history. Despite the abolition of slavery in 1865 and their bestowment of
rights, African Americans continued to suffer from immense marginalization, disenfran-
chisement, and discrimination. Near the wake of the twentieth century, institutionalized
discriminatory and segregation practices against African Americans formed the Jim Crow
Laws under the “separate but equal” doctrine. Again, these policies sparked public outrage
and discord among the African American community, gaining immense momentum and
influence through the Civil Rights Movement. Eventually, in 1960, the US enacted new
policies to undo the racially predisposed laws of the past, such as the Civil Rights Act of
1964, the 24th Amendment ratified in 1964, and importantly the Voting Rights Act of
1965. Aimed at bolstering voting rights of African Americans, the act effectively banned
literacy tests, and most notably gave the government the jurisdiction to intervene in state
voting policies. This paper explores the effectiveness of the 1965 Voting Rights Act in elim-
inating racial barriers in voting, delving into its significance in fostering racial equality as
well as its influences on future legislation and public policy that continue to affect society
today. Ultimately, although the Voting Rights Act did indeed represent an elimination of
racial voting barriers and encouraged greater electoral participation in the short term, its
impacts were greatly limited by evolving forms of voter suppression through counterpro-
ductive legislative acts on both the state and federal level that weakened the act’s enforce-
ment mechanisms.
Context

The Jim Crow era of modern America implemented a multitude of different mea-

sures to prohibit voting access for black individuals. Through methods such as poll taxes,



literacy tests, grandfather clauses, disenfranchisement clauses, and general intimidation
ratified via the Williams V. Mississippi holding, the government attempted to retain white
supremacy during electoral processes by exploiting loopholes in the 15th Amendment.
However, as the Civil Rights Movement continued to gain momentum, these discrimi-
natory policies came under immense public scrutiny, resulting in public policy changes
that effectively overturned such biased laws. The 24th Amendment was passed initially
in early 1964, putting a ban on poll taxes on a federal level. Subsequently, a year later, the
Voting Rights Act was passed, further eliminating other discriminatory policies such as
literacy tests and disenfranchisement clauses. Furthermore, clauses 4 and 5 of the act pro-
vided a clear formula and system of preclearance, which required all states to gain federal
preapproval for any alterations in new voting practices or procedures, marking the most
significant statutory change in the relationship between federal and state governments re-
garding voting processes since the Reconstruction era. In shorter words, the Voting Rights
Act signified not only a significant moment in the advancement of the Civil Rights Move-
ment, but also a monumental shift in the power dynamics between federal and state gov-
ernments, an important change that set the stage for the future repercussions of the Voting
Rights Act.
Positive Changes

The direct aftermath of the Voting Rights act proved to be beneficial in improv-
ing voter numbers and turnout among African American individuals. Electoral participa-
tion increased drastically, with a quarter million new black individuals registered, a third
of which through federal examiners. Such changes were of a direct cause-and-effect re-
lationship following the expansion of voting rights for black individuals that the Voting
Rights Act granted, seeing that it opened up lanes for voter registration and eliminated
other prohibiting barriers. In addition, given the socio-political circumstances at the time,
voter turnout spiked after the act was initially passed, seeing that black individuals were
eager to exercise these newly granted rights. These effects were especially prevalent in the
South, where state-level voting restrictions were especially stringent on a large black pop-
ulation. As a result of the Voting Rights Act, state-wide electoral participation in all fac-
ets increased significantly, with black registration increasing in Mississippi from 28,000 in
1965 to 406,000 in 1984. This marked a general trend in stimulating civil rights activity in
areas with high numbers of unregistered black voters, explaining the sudden surge in black
voter registration. By the end of 1966, only four out of thirteen southern states had African

American voter registration numbers less than 50%53. Furthermore, the Voting Rights Act



also facilitated the increasing appointment of African American federal officials, especially
in local, single-member district elections. States like Alabama saw a sharp increase in Afri-
can American elected officials, with that number increasing from 72 to 1,469 in 1969. In
addition, the Voting Rights Act also implicitly enabled local governments to intervene in
state redistricting, reflecting the government’s attempts to bolster African American feder-
al representation, although this has left corridors for exploitation through racial gerryman-
dering. However, holistically speaking, both the direct surge in African American voter
registration, voter turnout, and elected officials emphasize the direct effects of the Voting
Rights Act in initially promoting electoral equality, proving that it was indeed effective in
its goal of eliminating many previous barriers prohibiting equal voting; changes that still
persist today.

Challenges and Negative Repercussions

Although the Voting Rights Act initially facilitated greater electoral representation
and equality among African Americans, as time progressed it lost its effectiveness in en-
forcing racial electoral equality, prompting the development of alternative voter suppres-
sion mechanisms and increasing state-level retaliation. The most important clarification
that must be made is that the Voting Rights Act, albeit promoting equality quantitatively,
failed to resolve the deep racial tensions that continued, and will continue to exist. As such,
as the act marinated, these tensions deepened and encouraged dissatisfied white voters
to find other means of suppressing black individuals from voting and gaining influence.
Interestingly, the Voting Rights Act led to increased political participation not only for
African American individuals, but for the majority-white individuals too. This white voter
activity was seen as a white counter-mobilization effort to offset the efficacy of new black
voters, ultimately having long-lasting negative effects on white individuals’ racial attitudes.
Such activity suggests that the Voting Rights Act failed to tackle the root issue underlying
electoral racial inequality, instead prompting counter-mobilization efforts to dilute the in-
fluence of black votes.

Another key method utilized to curb the effectiveness of the vast number of black
voters now present was the use of racial gerrymandering during redistricting. The Vot-
ing Rights Act, in conjunction with the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment,
implicitly allowed for the creation of majority-minority districts during a congressional
redistricting to prevent minority vote dilution that was becoming increasingly present, as
mentioned previously. In the 1986 Supreme Court ruling Thornburg v. Gingles, the gov-

ernment was able to prove voter dilution under the second clause of the Voting Rights



Act, ultimately setting the precedent for federal intervention of redistricting, given that the
state could present “compelling state interest” to do so. However, some states were able to
exploit this loophole stimulated by the Voting Rights Act to actively marginalize African
American voters by drawing congressional districts to either separate them via hijacking,
reducing their influence on district elections, or by congregating black voters together to
minimize their sway over state elections through a process called racial gerrymandering.
Conducting a brief case study on one of the first Supreme Court cases regarding racial
gerrymandering in 1993, appellants in Shaw v. Reno that claimed that a majority black
district in North Carolina, that awkwardly spanned 160 miles along the I-85 without being
much wider than the I-85, was racially segregating black individuals via gerrymandering.
Although the holding ruled the district unconstitutional and a breach of the 14th Amend-
ment, it represents an instance that solidified racial barriers and diluted black votes, sug-
gesting that the Voting Rights Act opened corridors that allowed for it to be exploited and
backfire on its original intentions. In this sense, the Voting Rights Act was not entirely
effective in eliminating racial barriers, as racial gerrymandering reinstates these barriers.
Additionally, racial gerrymandering continues to be an issue today, as seen through the
gerrymandering of Tarrant County in Texas, where newly drawn districts diluted the influ-
ence of the only black, democrat commissioner in the state. Therefore, although the Voting
Rights Act may have been successful in its inception, the progression of time gave way for
increased exploitation and misuse that have had serious repercussions.

Rising state-wide retaliation and challenges against the preclearance clause of the
Voting Rights Act further diminished its power in enforcing equality and eliminating racial
barriers. The most notable piece of legislation to directly respond to the Voting Rights Act,
the landmark Supreme Court case Shelby v. Holder, effectively abolished the Voting Right
Act’s preclearance act, giving states jurisdiction and flexibility over electoral procedures
without federal oversight. Sparked by the racially backed redistricting of Shelby Coun-
ty, Alabama that reduced minority representation by 40% and essentially removed Ernest
Montgomery, the only black councilman in his city, the Supreme Court ruled that the pre-
clearance clause was unconstitutional, holding that the federal government does not hold
the right to interfere with state electoral processes. This has allowed predisposed racial
tensions to reappear in state-wide voting, reverting the effectiveness of the Voting Rights
Act greatly. States have also reimplemented stringent voting laws that negatively affect Af-
rican American and minority voters, namely Texas which reinstated the country’s strictest

voter ID law moments after the Shelby ruling, a policy that was previously denied due to its



failure to obtain preclearance. As such, the results of the Shelby v. Holder holding have had
serious impacts on voter turnout rates among black individuals. Since 2008 to 2022, the
white-black voter turnout gap has increased by S points, marking a significant increase in
the disparity between black and white voters that was previously kept almost equal under
the preclearance clause. This reflects the Voting Rights Act’s importance in maintaining
equality, suggesting that its preclearance clause was an integral element in maintaining vot-
er equality, yet recent state level retaliation has struck down such protections, now render-
ing the Voting Rights Act as much weaker than it was before. Ultimately, despite its short-
term benefits, the Voting Rights Act has weakened significantly, as in the long term it has
struggled to effectively protect the rights of African American voters, allowing many racial
barriers to be re-established.
Nuance

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 has had mixed effects: It saw immense success in
solidifying the rights of African American voters, successfully eliminated stringent barriers
such as literacy tests, and helped strengthen government control of state electoral policies;
it also set the foundation for legal loopholes to be established that helped challenge the act
and ultimately reverse its effects through the abolishment of the preclearance clause.

Compared to other notable Civil Rights legislation of the time, such as the Civil
Rights Act and the Fair Housing Act, it had a very narrow focus and was effective in its pur-
pose. Yet, its decline seemed sharper and more jarring than that of one like the Civil Rights
Act. Although this might seem like the case, the underlying reason for its failure is not its
effectiveness as a law, but the deeply ingrained racial tensions present in America. Like
any of the laws of that time, they were all bound to be challenged because the deep divide
between races in America could simply not be mended. Looking further, race-related so-
cio-economic challenges, as well as general race-based biases were the key contributors to
the Voting Rights Act’s decline of effectiveness. Ultimately, these issues cannot and most
likely will not be directly resolved, therefore rendering all Civil Rights legislation ineffec-
tive in the long run. However, it can be agreed upon that the Voting Rights Act and other
legislation at the time were effective in solving the most foundational and most racially dis-
enfranchising policies of the Jim Crow era, showing how its ineffectiveness in the modern
era does not impair its efficacy as a whole in eliminating racial barriers and bolstering the

most fundamental state of racial equality among voters.



CITATIONS

211, and 9907. “Growing Racial Disparities in Voter Turnout, 2008-2022.” Brennan
Center for Justice, June 12, 2028S. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-re-
ports/growing-racial-disparities-voter-turnout-2008-2022.

Amdt14.51.8.6.6 Racial Vote Dilution and Racial Gerrymandering. Accessed June
14,2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/amdt14-S1-8-6-6/AL-
DE_00013453/#ALDF_00024488.

Berman, Ari. Give us the ballot: The modern struggle for voting rights in America. New
York: Picador/Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016.

The effects of the Voting Rights Act Andrea ... Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.
nber.org/system/files/working papers/w31425/w31425.pdf.

Colby, David C. “The Voting Rights Act and Black Registration in Mississippi.” Publius
16, n0. 4 (1986): 123-37. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3330163.

“How Jim Crow-Era Laws Suppressed the African American Vote for Generations.” His-
tory.com, May 28, 202S. https://www.history.com/articles/jim-crow-laws-black-vote.
Mosser, Tatum Owens and Chris, and Tatum Owens and Chris Mosser. “Racist Republi-
cans Can’t Win without Changing the Rules.” Progress Texas, June 4, 20235. https://pro-
gresstexas.org/blog/racist-republicans-can%E2%80%99t-win-without-changing-rules.
Partisan gerrymandering | constitution annotated | congress.gov | library of Con-

gress. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/am-
dt14-S1-8-6-3/ALDE_00013394/.

“Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 630 (1993).” Justia Law. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://su-
preme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/509/630/.

“Shelby County v. Holder (2013).” National Constitution Center — constitutioncenter.
org. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/supreme-
court-case-library/shelby-county-v-holder.

Stewart, By: Celina. “Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the
Voting Rights Act.” Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the Vot-
ing Rights Act | League of Women Voters. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.lwv.org/
blog/why-elections-matter-shelby-county-v-holders-impact-voting-rights-act.

“Voting Rights Act (1965).” National Archives and Records Administration. Accessed
June 14, 2028. https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/voting-rights-act.

The Voting Rights Act’s impact on Black representation in local government, n.d. https://



CITATIONS

phys.org/news/2023-05-voting-rights-impact-black-representation.html.

211, and 9907. “Growing Racial Disparities in Voter Turnout, 2008-2022.” Brennan
Center for Justice, June 12, 202S. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-re-
ports/growing-racial-disparities-voter-turnout-2008-2022.

Amdt14.51.8.6.6 Racial Vote Dilution and Racial Gerrymandering. Accessed June
14,2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/amdt14-S1-8-6-6/AL-
DE_00013453/#ALDF_00024488.

Berman, Ari. Give us the ballot: The modern struggle for voting rights in America. New
York: Picador/Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016.

The effects of the Voting Rights Act Andrea ... Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.
nber.org/system/files/working papers/w31425/w31425.pdf.

Colby, David C. “The Voting Rights Act and Black Registration in Mississippi.” Publius
16, n0. 4 (1986): 123-37. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3330163.

“How Jim Crow-Era Laws Suppressed the African American Vote for Generations.” His-
tory.com, May 28, 202S. https://www.history.com/articles/jim-crow-laws-black-vote.
Mosser, Tatum Owens and Chris, and Tatum Owens and Chris Mosser. “Racist Republi-
cans Can’t Win without Changing the Rules.” Progress Texas, June 4, 2025. https://pro-
gresstexas.org/blog/racist-republicans-can%E2%80%99t-win-without-changing-rules.
Partisan gerrymandering | constitution annotated | congress.gov | library of Con-

gress. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/am-
dt14-S1-8-6-3/ALDE_00013394/.

“Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 630 (1993).” Justia Law. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://su-
preme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/509/630/.

“Shelby County v. Holder (2013).” National Constitution Center — constitutioncenter.
org. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/supreme-
court-case-library/shelby-county-v-holder.

Stewart, By: Celina. “Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the
Voting Rights Act.” Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the Vot-
ing Rights Act | League of Women Voters. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.lwv.org/
blog/why-elections-matter-shelby-county-v-holders-impact-voting-rights-act.

“Voting Rights Act (1965).” National Archives and Records Administration. Accessed

June 14, 2028. https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/voting-rights-act.



CITATIONS

The Voting Rights Act’s impact on Black representation in local government, n.d. https://
phys.org/news/2023-05-voting-rights-impact-black-representation.html.
phys.org/news/2023-05-voting-rights-impact-black-representation.html.

211, and 9907. “Growing Racial Disparities in Voter Turnout, 2008-2022.” Brennan
Center for Justice, June 12, 202S. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-re-
ports/growing-racial-disparities-voter-turnout-2008-2022.

Amdt14.51.8.6.6 Racial Vote Dilution and Racial Gerrymandering. Accessed June
14,2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/amdt14-S1-8-6-6/AL-
DE_00013453/#ALDF_00024488.

Berman, Ari. Give us the ballot: The modern struggle for voting rights in America. New
York: Picador/Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2016.

The effects of the Voting Rights Act Andrea ... Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.
nber.org/system/files/working papers/w31425/w31425.pdf.

Colby, David C. “The Voting Rights Act and Black Registration in Mississippi.” Publius
16,n0. 4 (1986): 123-37. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3330163.

“How Jim Crow-Era Laws Suppressed the African American Vote for Generations.” His-
tory.com, May 28, 202S. https://www.history.com/articles/jim-crow-laws-black-vote.
Mosser, Tatum Owens and Chris, and Tatum Owens and Chris Mosser. “Racist Republi-
cans Can’t Win without Changing the Rules.” Progress Texas, June 4, 20235. https://pro-
gresstexas.org/blog/racist-republicans-can%E2%80%99t-win-without-changing-rules.
Partisan gerrymandering | constitution annotated | congress.gov | library of Con-

gress. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/am-
dt14-S1-8-6-3/ALDE_00013394/.

“Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 630 (1993).” Justia Law. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://su-
preme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/509/630/.

“Shelby County v. Holder (2013).” National Constitution Center — constitutioncenter.
org. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/supreme-
court-case-library/shelby-county-v-holder.

Stewart, By: Celina. “Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the
Voting Rights Act.” Why Elections Matter: Shelby County v. Holder’s Impact on the Vot-
ing Rights Act | League of Women Voters. Accessed June 14, 2025. https://www.lwv.org/
blog/why-elections-matter-shelby-county-v-holders-impact-voting-rights-act.



