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Exploring Black History Month Through Primary Sources

The Civil Rights Act of 1964
The Civil Rights Act was initially proposed by President John F. Kennedy in 1963, but had not passed Congress 
before Kennedy was assassinated. Days after Kennedy’s assassination, President Lyndon B. Johnson told 
Congress, “No memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy’s memory than the 
earliest possible passage of the civil rights bill.” In February of 1964, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was highly controversial. It was challenged in the Supreme 
Court only months after it became a law. In Heart of Atlanta Motel v. United States (1964), 
the Supreme Court upheld the Civil Rights Act, concluding that “the [Heart of Atlanta Motel] 
has no ‘right’ to select its guests as it sees fit, free from governmental regulation.”

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was part of President Johnson’s domestic agenda, the Great Society program, 
which called for “an end to poverty and injustice.” In addition to the Civil Rights Act, President Johnson also 
proposed legislation to create jobs, fight poverty, and enhance early childhood education. The Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act promotes equal access to quality education, and has been reauthorized every 
five years since its passage in 1965. President Johnson also fought for additional civil rights legislation such 
as the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which banned literacy tests and other forms of voter suppression. The Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 addressed many of the challenges that racial, religious, and ethnic minority communities 
faced, including voter suppression, segregation, unequal access to education, and discrimination at work.

Excerpts from Civil Rights Act; June 2, 1964

An Act

To enforce the constitutional right to vote, to confer jurisdiction upon the district 
courts of the United States to provide injunctive relief against discrimination in 
public accommodations, to authorize the Attorney General to institute suits to protect 
constitutional rights in public facilities and public education, to extend the Commission 
on Civil Rights, to prevent discrimination in federally assisted programs, to establish 
a Commission on Equal Employment Opportunity, 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 may be cited as the “Civil Rights Act of 1964”.

TITLE I—VOTING RIGHTS . . .

“(2) No person acting under color of law shall—

“(A) in determining whether any individual is qualified under State law or 
laws to vote in any Federal election, apply any standard, practice, or procedure 
different from the standards, practices, or procedures applied under such law 
or laws to other individuals within the same county, parish, or similar political 
subdivision who have been found by State officials to be qualified to vote;
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“(B) deny the right of any individual to vote in any Federal election because of an 
error or omission on any record or paper relating to any application, registration, or 
other act requisite to voting, if such error or omission is not material in determining 
whether such individual is qualified under State law to vote in such election; or

“(C) employ any literacy test as a qualification for voting in any Federal election unless 
(i) such test is administered to each individual and is conducted wholly in writing, and 
(ii) a certified copy of the test and of the answers given by the individual is furnished 
to him within twenty-five days of the submission of his request made within the period 
of time during which records and papers are required to be retained and preserved 
pursuant to title III of the Civil Rights Act of 1960 (42 U.S.C. 1974--74e; 74 Stat. 
88): Provided, however, That the Attorney General may enter into agreements with 
appropriate State or local authorities that preparation, conduct, and maintenance of 
such tests in accordance with the provisions of applicable State or local law, including 
such special provisions as are necessary in the preparation, conduct, and maintenance 
of such tests for persons who are blind or otherwise physically handicapped, meet 
the purposes of this subparagraph and constitute compliance therewith . . .

“If in any such proceeding literacy is a relevant fact there shall be a rebuttable 
presumption that any person who has not been adjudged an incompetent and who 
has completed the sixth grade in a public school in, or a private school accredited 
by, any State or territory, the District of Columbia, or the Commonwealth of Puerto 
Rico where instruction is carried on predominantly in the English language, possesses 
sufficient literacy, comprehension, and intelligence to vote in any Federal election . . .

TITLE II—INJUNCTIVE RELIEF AGAINST DISCRIMINATION 
IN PLACES OF PUBLIC ACCOMMODATION

SEC. 201. (a) All persons shall be entitled to the full and equal enjoyment of the 
goods, services, facilities, and privileges, advantages, and accommodations of any 
place of public accommodation, as defined in this section, without discrimination 
or segregation on the ground of race, color, religion, or national origin.

(b) Each of the following establishments which serves the public is a place of public 
accommodation within the meaning of this title if its operations affect commerce, 
or if discrimination or segregation by it is supported by State action:

(1) any inn, hotel, motel, or other establishment which provides lodging to 
transient guests, other than an establishment located within a building which 
contains not more than five rooms for rent or hire and which is actually 
occupied by the proprietor of such establishment as his residence;

(2) any restaurant, cafeteria, lunchroom, lunch counter, soda fountain, 
or other facility principally engaged in selling food for consumption on 
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the premises, including, but not limited to, any such facility located on 
the premises of any retail establishment; or any gasoline station;

(3) any motion picture house, theater, concert hall, sports arena, 
stadium or other place of exhibition or entertainment; and

(4) any establishment (A)(i) which is physically located within the premises 
of any establishment otherwise covered by this subsection, or (ii) within the 
premises of which is physically located any such covered establishment, and (B) 
which holds itself out as serving patrons of such covered establishment . . .

The provisions of this title shall not apply to a private club or other establishment not in fact 
open to the public, except to the extent that the facilities of such establishment are made 
available to the customers or patrons of an establishment within the scope of subsection (b).

SEC. 202. All persons shall be entitled to be free, at any establishment or place, from 
discrimination or segregation of any kind on the ground of race, color, religion, or national 
origin, if such discrimination or segregation is or purports to be required by any law, statute, 
ordinance, regulation, rule, or order of a State or any agency or political subdivision thereof.

SEC. 203. No person shall (a) withhold, deny, or attempt to withhold or deny, or 
deprive or attempt to deprive, any person of any right or privilege secured by section 
201 or 202, or (b) intimidate, threaten, or coerce, or attempt to intimidate, threaten, 
or coerce any person with the purpose of interfering with any right or privilege secured 
by section 201 or 202, or (c) punish or attempt to punish any person for exercising 
or attempting to exercise any right or privilege secured by section 201 or 202 . . .

TITLE IV—DESEGREGATION OF PUBLIC EDUCATION . . .

SURVEY AND REPORT OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

SEC. 402. The Commissioner shall conduct a survey and make a report to the President 
and the Congress, within two years of the enactment of this title, concerning the lack 
of availability of equal educational opportunities for individuals by reason of race, 
color, religion, or national origin in public educational institutions at all levels in 
the United States, its territories and possessions, and the District of Columbia.

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

SEC. 403. The Commissioner is authorized, upon the application of any school 
board, State, municipality, school district, or other governmental unit legally 
responsible for operating a public school or schools, to render technical assistance 
to such applicant in the preparation, adoption, and implementation of plans for 
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the desegregation of public schools. Such technical assistance may, among other 
activities, include making available to such agencies information regarding effective 
methods of coping with special educational problems occasioned by desegregation, 
and making available to such agencies personnel of the Office of Education or other 
persons specially equipped to advise and assist them in coping with such problems.

TRAINING INSTITUTES

SEC. 404. The Commissioner is authorized to arrange, through grants or contracts, 
with institutions of higher education for the operation of short-term or regular session 
institutes for special training designed to improve the ability of teachers, supervisors, 
counselors, and other elementary or secondary school personnel to deal effectively 
with special educational problems occasioned by desegregation. Individuals who 
attend such an institute on a full-time basis may be paid stipends for the period 
of their attendance at such institute in amounts specified by the Commissioner 
in regulations, including allowances for travel to attend such institute.

GRANTS

SEC. 405. (a) The Commissioner is authorized, upon application of a school 
board, to make grants to such board to pay, in whole or in part, the cost of—

(1) giving to teachers and other school personnel inservice training 
in dealing with problems incident to desegregation, and

(2) employing specialists to advise in problems incident to desegregation . . .

TITLE V—COMMISSION ON CIVIL RIGHTS . . .

“DUTIES OF THE COMMISSION

“SEC. 104. (a) The Commission shall—

“(1) investigate allegations in writing under oath or affirmation that certain citizens of 
the United States are being deprived of their right to vote and have that vote counted 
by reason of their color, race, religion, or national origin; which writing, under oath 
or affirmation, shall set forth the facts upon which such belief or beliefs are based;

“(2) study and collect information concerning legal developments constituting 
a denial of equal protection of the laws under the Constitution because of race, 
color, religion or national origin or in the administration of justice;

“(3) appraise the laws and policies of the Federal Government with respect to 
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denials of equal protection of the laws under the Constitution because of race, 
color, religion or national origin or in the administration of justice;

“(4) serve as a national clearinghouse for information in respect to denials of equal 
protection of the laws because of race, color, religion or national origin, including 
but not limited to the fields of voting, education, housing, employment, the use 
of public facilities, and transportation, or in the administration of justice;

“(5) investigate allegations, made in writing and under oath or affirmation, that citizens 
of the United States are unlawfully being accorded or denied the right to vote, or to 
have their votes properly counted, in any election of presidential electors, Members 
of the United States Senate, or of the House of Representatives, as a result of any 
patterns or practice of fraud or discrimination in the conduct of such election; and

“(6) Nothing in this or any other Act shall be construed as authorizing the 
Commission, its Advisory Committees, or any person under its supervision 
or control to inquire into or investigate any membership practices or internal 
operations of any fraternal organization, any college or university fraternity 
or sorority, any private club or any religious organization . . .”

TITLE VI—NONDISCRIMINATION IN FEDERALLY ASSISTED PROGRAMS

SEC. 601. No person in the United States shall, on the ground of race, color, or national 
origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 
discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance . . .

TITLE VII—EQUAL EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITY . . .

DISCRIMINATION BECAUSE OF RACE, COLOR, 
RELIGION, SEX, OR NATIONAL ORIGIN

SEC. 703. (a) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employer—

(1) to fail or refuse to hire or to discharge any individual, or otherwise to discriminate 
against any individual with respect to his compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of 
employment, because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin; or

(2) to limit, segregate, or classify his employees in any way which would deprive or tend to 
deprive any individual of employment opportunities or otherwise adversely affect his status 
as an employee, because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.

(b) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employment agency to fail or refuse 
to refer for employment, or otherwise to discriminate against, any individual because 
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of his race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, or to classify or refer for employment 
any individual on the basis of his race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.

(c) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for a labor organization—

(1) to exclude or to expel from its membership, or otherwise to discriminate against, 
any individual because of his race, color, religion, sex, or national origin;

(2) to limit, segregate, or classify its membership, or to classify or fail or refuse to refer 
for employment any individual, in any way which would deprive or tend to deprive any 
individual of employment opportunities, or would limit such employment opportunities 
or otherwise adversely affect his status as an employee or as an applicant for employment, 
because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin; or

(3) to cause or attempt to cause an employer to discriminate 
against an individual in violation of this section.

(d) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for any employer, labor organization, 
or joint labor-management committee controlling apprenticeship or other training 
or retraining, including on-the-job training programs to discriminate against any 
individual because of his race, color, religion, sex, or national origin in admission to, or 
employment in, any program established to provide apprenticeship or other training.

(e) Notwithstanding any other provision of this title, (1) it shall not be an unlawful 
employment practice for an employer to hire and employ employees, for an employment 
agency to classify, or refer for employment any individual, for a labor organization to classify 
its membership or to classify or refer for employment any individual, or for an employer, 
labor organization, or joint labor-management committee controlling apprenticeship 
or other training or retraining programs to admit or employ any individual in any such 
program, on the basis of his religion, sex, or national origin in those certain instances 
where religion, sex, or national origin is a bona fide occupational qualification reasonably 
necessary to the normal operation of that particular business or enterprise, and (2) it shall 
not be an unlawful employment practice for a school, college, university, or other educational 
institution or institution of learning to hire and employ employees of a particular 
religion if such school, college, university, or other educational institution or institution 
of learning is, in whole or in substantial part, owned, supported, controlled, or managed 
by a particular religion or by a particular religious corporation, association, or society, 
or if the curriculum of such school, college, university, or other educational institution or 
institution of learning is directed toward the propagation of a particular religion . . .

OTHER UNLAWFUL EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES

SEC. 704. (a) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employer to 
discriminate against any of his employees or applicants for employment, for 



T C I  F R E E  L E S S O N  -  P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute 7

an employment agency to discriminate against any individual, or for a labor 
organization to discriminate against any member thereof or applicant for membership, 
because he has opposed, any practice made an unlawful employment practice 
by this title, or because he has made a charge, testified, assisted, or participated 
in any manner in an investigation, proceeding, or hearing under this title.

(b) It shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employer, labor organization, or 
employment agency to print or publish or cause to be printed or published any notice 
or advertisement relating to employment by such an employer or membership in or any 
classification or referral for employment by such a labor organization, or relating to any 
classification or referral for employment by such an employment agency, indicating any 
preference, limitation, specification, or discrimination, based on race, color, religion, sex, 
or national origin, except that such a notice or advertisement may indicate a preference, 
limitation, specification, or discrimination based on religion, sex, or national origin when 
religion, sex, or national origin is a bona fide occupational qualification for employment.

EQUAL EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITY COMMISSION

SEC. 705. (a) There is hereby created a Commission to be known as the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission, which shall be composed of five members, not 
more than three of whom shall be members of the same political party, who shall be 
appointed by the President by and with the advice and consent of the Senate . . .

(g) The Commission shall have power—

(1) to cooperate with and, with their consent, utilize regional, State, local, 
and other agencies, both public and private, and individuals;

(2) to pay to witnesses whose depositions are taken or who are summoned 
before the Commission or any of its agents the same witness and mileage 
fees as are paid to witnesses in the courts of the United States;

(3) to furnish to persons subject to this title such technical assistance as they may 
request to further their compliance with this title or an order issued thereunder;

(4) upon the request of (i) any employer, whose employees or some of them, or (ii) 
any labor organization, whose members or some of them, refuse or threaten to refuse 
to cooperate in effectuating the provisions of this title, to assist in such effectuation 
by conciliation or such other remedial action as is provided by this title;

(5) to make such technical studies as are appropriate to effectuate the purposes and 
policies of this title and to make the results of such studies available to the public;

(6) to refer matters to the Attorney General with recommendations for intervention 
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! 
Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 44, The Civil Rights Revolution: “Like a Mighty Stream”.  
More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

in a civil action brought by an aggrieved party under section 706, or for the 
institution of a civil action by the Attorney General under section 707, and 
to advise, consult, and assist the Attorney General on such matters . . .

Excerpt from the Civil Rights Act, June 2, 1964.
Entire Selection: http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/civil_rights_1964.asp
Accessed July, 2017

Reflect:

1. What is the purpose of Title I of the Civil Rights Act?

2. What is the purpose of Title II of the Civil Rights Act?

3. Choose three examples of employment practices that are listed as 
unlawful under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act.
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