TESTIMONY ON VOTING LEGISLATION
by MRS. VICTORIA J. GRAY

on March 25, 1965, Mrs. Victoria Gray, from Hattiesburg,
Mississippl, appeared before the House Judiciary Committee &f the
U.S. Congreas. Mra. Gray spoke on behalf of the Executlive Commlit-
tee of the Misslssippi Freedcom Democratic Party. She had been
called by the Committee to help the members decide about the
President 's proposed voting bill. Thig i3 what Mprs. Gray said:

Mr. Chairman, Members of the Commltkee:

i ¥

I have been lnstructed by the Executive Committee of the Mississippt
Freedom Bémocratic Party to say that we fully appreciate the speed
and urgency with which the President has azeted on voting rights.

We further sppreciate the seriousness of purpese with whieh leaders
of both parties in the Congress have united behind this legislation.
However, we do feel that there are four particulars in which this
bill cean and must bz strengthened if 1t 18 to do the Job effectively.

1. The first recommendation that we make 1s related toc new elections,
On Moriday, the gentleman from New York, Mr. Powell, appeared before
this Committee to urge that provisions for the holding of new elec-
tiens be written into this leglesiatlen. We support thlis suggestien.

As we are all aware, this 15 the process followed in cases of legis-
lative reapportionment. Wherever there is the detéermination that
the value of votes in different districts 1s unbalanced and unequsl,
whether by gerrymandering or population shifts, the Supreme Court
hag ruled that new electicons muat be held following a more aquable
and democratic reapportlonment of Districts. This appearsa te us to
be both reaponable and just.

Similarly, in ceses where there has been a systematic practice of
disfranchising huge numbers of the populeticn illegally, thereby
keeplng them from any participation at all 1in previcus electlons,
thlis same principle must be true to a greater degree.

The Negroes in Misslssippl and much of the Deep South suffer at this
moment under the Jjurisdiction of elected officlials in whose elections
we had no part. Can such offlclals be responsive or respongible to
the needs and rights ef the Negru people? The sad truth 1s that
these offlelals have not been, and as long as they are not, the basls
for oppression and Injustice will remain, and 1t will be the vote-
less Negro citizens ef the South who will be the victilms.

For us in Mississippl, the inJustice wlll be partlcularly prolonged.
In May or June of thls year municipal elections will be held through-
out the state. This will mean that Maycrs, local law enfercement
officers, and cother officlals who have been the visible symbol of
brutality end intimidation will be elected for four more years before
Negro reglstratlion under this new law wlll be laxrge enough to have
any effect on these electlons. How effective will thls bill be in
Nesho®a County, Mississippl, 1f local law enforcement remalns in the
hands of Sheriff Ralney and Deputy Sheriff Price for four more years?
How effective will 1t be in Selma, Alabama, 1f Negroes envoutc tu The
Courthouse must pass by Sheriff Jim Clark and his poase?

- It 18 far these reasons that we are asking for speedy relief. We urge
that a provision be included that will require the helding of open
and demooratic elections within six to nine months of the coming of
federal registrars to any given area.

Such actign is precedented, constitutional and Just, and will give
opportunity te all politieslly deprived people to begln resl parti-
cipastion in the procesmes by which they are governed. We urge that
yon fake bhis urder Berlous advisoment.
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2. We sgree vlith those who have testifled to the need for broadening
the rea . of the proposed leglslatien, notably Mr. Roy Wilkins in
behalf of the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, Rep. A.C.
Powell of New York and Rep. Lindsey of New Yari,

While the Mississippl Freedom Democratle Party 1s of Mississippl, we
recognize our de ) sssoblation and conéern with all who have been de-
nied their constltuticnal right to the ballot. While we apprecilate
the Administration’'s concérn for sreas such as Mississippl where
diefranchisement has been almost total, we cannot ask our freedom to
the neglect of the Negroes snd other minorities in the country who
are gs afflicted as we are in the deprivation and degredation that is
second-clasa eltizenship. o '

We therefore support Congressman John Lindsay in urging thils committee
to.so amend the votlng rights bill =s to smpower the President to
appolnt Federal peglstrars £o0 gny area where 50 peracns have“sworn
that they have béen denlied the right Te vote. We belleve very deeply
that pecple who have been viectimlzed should be sble to petition their
gover " nt directly for redress of suech grievances, snd that the inl-
tiative should be in the hands of the people, and not sclely dependent
upen invelved political and buresucratic procedures.

3. The MFDP.Joins with the 7O member organizations of the [esdership
Conference in calling for theg tobal eliminatiod of the poll tax and
for.the elimlnation of fhe provision which necessitates prospective
voters to make application to fhe O+ste before registration by
Federal examiners.

The uze of verious tegts snd devices to frustrate the desires of
Negreoces fte parflclpate In the pelitieal proceases in the South is 2
matter of record and is well-known to you all, In the bill proposed
by the administration (H.R. 6400) proeedures are created which will
make it impossible for one of these devices, the so-called "literacy
tects,"” to be uged for purposes of discrimiuation. However, another
equally infamoug deviec for subverting and asborting demccratic pro-
ceasea and the right of Negro citlzens to regiBter and vote still
would survive, I refer to the pell tax, We would urge that.a major
and necessary ememdment to thiz legislatiion must be the complete
elimination of the poll tax in all those aress effected by this bill,
and whege. the record shows that this device has been used in a dis-
eriminatory maenner to dilscourage and cbstruct the right of Negroes to
register and vote. Any fallure of the Congress to do this 1s to leave
untouched one of the very effective techniques which 1s misused to
prevent free access to the vote in the Sou“h.

The preaent-bill puts @ second hardship on applicants by asking them
to go first to the State to prove once agein thet discrimination exists,

4. It has been our experience in Mississippl that the process of sub-
version of the right te vote is two-pronged. The first prong-is ob-
struction of ‘he progess of registration; this is done, 88 we have
indicatied, by & verlety of bureaucratle delaying sctions and tests.

The second prong 18 the use of sconomic harrasment and pnysical 4ntimi-
dation to discourage Negroes from atbtempfing to register to vote.

This intimidetilon and harrassment uvsiilly bagine after 3 Negro present
h . mself to the loeal reglstratlon officlal tc make spplicetion. For

. this reason the provislon 1n the present legislstive proposal which
requires a prospective voter bo apply to the local pegistrar first,
could be sell-defeating. 10 lays the prospective voter open to great
pressure to discourage him from golng oh to the Federsl reglstrar, We
urge that the blll te amended so that proapective voters where the bill
applies mey go direetly bo the Federal officials to be registered.

In summetion, we are asking"ﬁmngresa, for the reasons set forth, to

1. include the holding of new elections in whetever leglslation passed.

2. eliminnte the pell tax completely.

3, remove sll requirements that would place prospective voters ab the
mercy of Yogal efficiaols)

4. broaden the .law Co give local pecple some initidtive in petitioning
for assisbance 1n registering to vote. AR ‘

+ We thank you.
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