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What does it mean that the 
United States has universal 
suffrage? 

It means that all legal adult 
citizens of the country have the 
right to vote.  

But this right did not come 
about easily.  

 In 1776, only white men who 
owned property could vote.  
All other groups have had to 
fight to get this right.  The 
Constitution has had to be 
amended and laws have had to 
be passed to get to universal 
suffrage. 

Now there are no barriers to 
voting, right? 

Wrong!!   

During the Civil Rights era, Jim 
Crow laws of racial segregation 
passed in the Southern states 
were notorious in keeping blacks 
from their right to vote.  Literacy 
tests and poll taxes, administered 
with informal loopholes and 
trick questions, barred nearly all 
blacks from voting.  

What are some of these 
Amendments and laws?  

There are too many of these to list 
them all!  But here are some: 

The 1790 Naturalization Law that 
gave “free white” male immigrants 
the right to become naturalized 
citizens.  In 1856, all white men 
were given the right to vote.  Then 
in 1870, the 15th  Amendment was 
passed forbidding the government 
to deny any male citizen the right 
to vote based on race.   

It would take women another 50 
years to get their right to vote 
through the 19th. Amendment. In 
1964, the 24th Amendment 
guaranteed that even if you could 
not pay your taxes, you could still 
vote.   

Finally, in 1971 the voting age was 
lowered to 18. 

U.S. citizens residing overseas also 
have the right to vote through 
absentee ballots.  

Today, about 5.85 million 
Americans are denied the 
right to vote because of laws 
that prohibit voting by 
people with felony 
convictions.  Because of 
racial disparities in the 
criminal justice system, 1 of 
every 13 African Americans 
is unable to vote. 



Important Facts About Your Voting Rights 

To vote this year, you have to be 18 by November 6th . 

People who are blind can have assistance voting  even in the polling booths. 

If you are disabled and cannot get out of your car, there is “curbside” voting offered if 
you request it. 

 if a person cannot read English, s/he can request voting materials in other languages 
than English.  

I have been hearing about 
some new voter ID laws.  What 
are these laws?  

They are measures intended to 
ensure that a registered voter is who 
s/he says s/he is and not an 
impersonator trying to cast a ballot 
in someone else's name. The laws, 
most of which have been passed in 
the last several years, require that 
registered voters show ID before 
they're allowed to vote. Exactly 
what they need to show varies. 
Some states require a government-
issued photo, while in others a 
current utility bill or bank statement 
is sufficient.  Prior to 2006, no state 
ever required a voter to produce a 
government-issued photo ID as a 
condition to voting.   

In 2006, Indiana became the first 
state to enact a strict photo ID law.  

So has there been a lot of 
voter fraud?  

Actually no!  Only a small 
number of fraud cases have been 
reported and very few have 
resulted in a conviction. In 
2007, New York Times reported 
that 120 cases had been filed by 
the Justice Department over five 
years. These cases, many of 
which stemmed from 
mistakenly-filled registration 
forms or misunderstanding, 
resulted in 86 convictions, 
nationally.  

Academics that when there IS 
fraud, it usually involves 
election officials trying to 
change election results.  Their 
research identifies only 10 voter 
impersonation cases out of 
2,068 alleged cases since 2000.  

But what’s wrong with having 
such laws?  Don’t they still 
prevent crime? 

Voting ID law opponents say 
these laws disproportionately 
affect elderly, minority and low-
income groups that tend to vote 
Democratic. 

Also, obtaining photo ID can be 
costly because they  require 
documents like a birth 
certificate that can cost up to 
$25 in some places. About 11 
percent of voting-age citizens 
lack necessary photo ID while 
many people in rural areas have 
trouble accessing ID offices.  


