SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES

South Carolina v. Katzenbach

383 U.S. 301 (1966) - No. No. 22, Orig. - Decided May 2, 1966

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court considered South Carolina's challenge to selected provisions of the Voting Rights

Act of 1965. The Court held that the provisions properly before it were appropriate measures under

Congress's enforcement authority under the Fifteenth Amendment and were consistent with the

Constitution, denying South Carolina's request for an injunction.
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South Carolina invoked the Supreme Court's original jurisdiction by
filing a bill of complaint seeking a declaration that selected provisions
of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were unconstitutional and an

injunction against their enforcement.

The Court reviewed whether the challenged provisions were an
appropriate means of enforcing the Fifteenth Amendment and whether

they were consistent with other constitutional provisions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether Congress's enforcement provisions under Section 2 of the Fifteenth Amendment were limited
to prohibiting discrimination in general terms or could include specific, preventive, and geographically

targeted remedies.

. Whether the Voting Rights Act's Section 4 coverage formula was an appropriate exercise of Congress's

Fifteenth Amendment enforcement power.

. Whether the Act's suspension of literacy tests and similar voting devices was constitutional.

. Whether Section 5's suspension of new voting rules pending federal review was constitutional and

violated Article III by authorizing advisory opinions.

. Whether the federal-examiner and voter-listing provisions were constitutional, including challenges

based on due process, separation of powers, and the absence of judicial review of administrative

findings.

. Whether the Act's limitation of certain litigation to the United States District Court for the District of

Columbia violated constitutional principles.

. Whether South Carolina could invoke the Due Process Clause, Bill of Attainder Clause, and separation-

of-powers principles against the Federal Government in its capacity as a State.

HOLDINGS

1.

Congress may use any rational means appropriate to effectuate the Fifteenth Amendment's prohibition

against racial discrimination in voting, including specific remedies directed at particular jurisdictions.

. The Section 4(b) coverage formula was a rational and permissible means of identifying jurisdictions

subject to the Act's special remedies.

. The Act's temporary suspension of literacy tests and similar voting devices in covered jurisdictions was

a constitutional and appropriate remedy.

. Section 5's suspension of new voting qualifications, standards, practices, and procedures pending federal

review was a constitutional exercise of Congress's Fifteenth Amendment enforcement power and did not

authorize advisory opinions.

. The Act's authorization for federal examiners to register qualified voters in covered political

subdivisions, subject to an expedited challenge procedure, was constitutional.

. South Carolina could not invoke the Due Process Clause, Bill of Attainder Clause, or separation-of-

powers principle as protections applicable to a State against the Federal Government in this case; the
objections were considered only as aspects of whether Congress acted appropriately under the Fifteenth

Amendment.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“As against the reserved powers of the States, Congress may use any rational means to effectuate the

constitutional prohibition of racial discrimination in voting.” (383 U.S. at 324)

“We here hold that the portions of the Voting Rights Act properly before us are a valid means for carrying out
the commands of the Fifteenth Amendment.” (383 U.S. at 337)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Congress enacted the Voting Rights Act of 1965 after extensive hearings and legislative findings concerning
pervasive and persistent racial discrimination in voting. The record described the discriminatory use and
administration of literacy tests, understanding tests, property qualifications, good-character requirements,
grandfather clauses, voucher requirements, and other devices, particularly in several Southern States. Congress
concluded that prior case-by-case litigation had been too slow and ineffective because jurisdictions repeatedly
evaded decrees, adopted new discriminatory devices, or closed registration offices. South Carolina was covered

by the Act's formula and challenged several operative provisions.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

By leave of the Supreme Court, South Carolina filed an original bill of complaint against the Attorney General.
The Court expedited consideration, dispensed with appointment of a special master because the complaint raised
no issues of fact, and permitted numerous States to participate as amici curiae. The Court denied the requested

injunction and dismissed the bill of complaint.
DISPOSITION
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