
 
 
Key Constitutional Amendments Celebrate February Birthdays 
 
By Donald Scarinci 
 
Presidents George Washington and Abraham Lincoln get all the fanfare, but this month also 
marks the birthdays of three very important Constitutional amendments. The Fifteenth, 
Sixteenth, and Twenty-Fifth Amendments were all adopted in February.  
 
Fifteenth Amendment 
 
Adopted in the wake of the Civil War in 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment prohibits U.S. 
citizens from being excluding from the voting process because of their race. It states: “The 
right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United 
States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” 
 
While the 15th Amendment was a historic step in securing the right to vote for minorities, it 
took many decades to see real change. Through poll taxes and literacy tests, African 
Americans were still largely excluded from the voting box. Further measures, such as the 
passage of the 24th Amendment and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, were instrumental in 
solidifying the righto vote. 
 
Sixteenth Amendment 

http://scarinciattorney.com/amendment-15/


 
The Sixteenth Amendment authorizes Congress to levy a federal income tax. It states: “The 
Congress shall have power to lay and collect taxes on incomes, from whatever source 
derived, without apportionment among the several States, and without regard to any 
census or enumeration.” 
 
The amendment was required after the U.S. Supreme Court held in Pollock v. Farmers Loan 
& Trust Co., 157 U.S. 429 (1895), that a federal tax on dividends and rents violated Article 1 
of the U.S. Constitution. In 1913, the Sixteenth Amendment was adopted to nullify the 
decision by removing the requirement that income tax be apportioned. 
 
Twenty-Fifth Amendment 
 
The 25th Amendment addresses the succession of leadership. When drafting the 
Constitution, the Framers addressed the potential death or incapacity of the President. 
Pursuant to Article II, Section 1, Clause 6: 
 
In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of his Death, Resignation, or Inability to 
discharge the Powers and Duties of the said Office, the Same shall devolve on the Vice-
President, and the Congress may by Law provide for the Case of Removal, Death, Resignation 
or Inability, both of the President and Vice President, declaring what Officer shall then act as 
President, and such Officer shall act accordingly, until the Disability be removed, or a 
President shall be elected. 
 
While Article II ensured that there was never a Presidential vacancy, it left many succession 
issues unaddressed. For instance, it did not establish a process for determining presidential 
disability, thereby allowing President Woodrow Wilson to remain in power after suffering 
a debilitating stroke. Because the Constitution did not provide a means for filling a vacancy 
in the office of the Vice President, the position could not be filled until the next election. 
Following the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the vacancy lasted four years. 
 
In the wake of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963, Congress began to 
address the need for clear succession guidelines for Office of the President and Vice-
President. The 25th Amendment was ultimately adopted on February 10, 1967. The 
amendment clarifies that if the President is removed from office, dies, or resigns, the Vice-
President automatically becomes the President. The amendment also provides that, in the 
event of a vacancy, the President can directly appoint a new Vice-President, who must then 
be confirmed by a majority of both the Senate and House of Representatives. Finally, the 
25th Amendment allows the Vice-President and a majority of the Cabinet to notify 
Congress that they believe the President unable to fulfill his duties. 
 
Donald Scarinci is a managing partner at Lyndhurst, N.J. based law firm Scarinci Hollenbeck.  He is 
also the editor of the Constitutional Law Reporter and Government and Law blogs.  
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