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Suffrage, or the right to vote on public matters, predates American history by several thousand years.  Since the founding of the American colonies, definition of the breadth of suffrage has reflected a tension between the desire to legitimize political authority by permitting expressions of consent through public acts of voting, and the desires and demands of various groups and individuals for public recognition and the opportunity to participate in the selection of political representatives and governmental policies.  No clearer and distinctly American example of this tension can be offered than the election of the first legislative assembly in the colony of Virginia in 1619.  Nine days before the scheduled election of this representative assembly, “the Polonians resident in Virginia” successfully protested their exclusion from the upcoming election until it was agreed “that they shalbe enfranchized, and made as free as any inhabitants there whatsoever.” 

The political definition of the right to vote since 1776 has been contested principally over the conceptual boundary dividing eligible and ineligible voters.  Until the twentieth century, state governments were largely responsible for the determination of these boundaries, although local election officials participated in the enforcement and not uncommonly capricious interpretation of these legal definitions.  From the early national years to the Civil War, states were free to deny the right to vote with regard to a wide range of conditions, including gender, religion, race and ethnicity, citizenship, residency, tax-status, wealth, literacy, mental competence, criminal conviction and military service.  States imposed and then abandoned many of these restrictions.  Several states, however, never sanctioned religious or racial restrictions and New Jersey granted the right to vote to women from 1776 until 1807.  Only three groups have consistently been deemed ineligible to vote: enslaved persons until 1865, and minors and nonresidents to the present.  

The U.S. Constitution also has contributed to the definition of the right to vote.  Article I requires that those deemed eligible to vote for members of a lower state legislative body are eligible to vote for members of the U.S. House of Representatives--the Seventeenth Amendment (1913) extends this requirement to U.S. Senate elections.  The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) offers an incentive for states to expand their voter rolls by promising to reduce a state’s representation in the U.S. House and the Electoral College in proportion to the number of male citizens over twenty-one years whose voting rights are denied or abridged.  Congress and the U.S. Supreme Court have never enforced this constitutional provision.  The Fifteenth Amendment (1870) prohibits states from denying any citizen the right to vote “on account of race, color or previous condition of servitude.”  This provision, however, was not enforced nationally until Congress enacted the 1965 Voting Rights Act.  The Nineteenth Amendment (1920) prohibits the United States or the states from denying or abridging the privilege of voting “on account of sex.”  The Twenty-Four Amendment (1964) prohibits states from collecting poll taxes from voters in Presidential elections, and the Twenty-Sixth Amendment (1971) lowers the minimum voting age to eighteen years.

Although great advances have been made to broaden the suffrage by expanding and enforcing the concept of voter eligibility, the history of voting in the United States still is overshadowed by the history of nonvoting.  Indeed, whereas less than twenty percent of the population participated in national and state elections prior to 1920, the level of voter participation has exceeded forty percent of the U.S. population only once, in 1992.   Moreover, barely over half of all eligible voters today vote in Presidential election years and substantially less than this vote in non-Presidential election years.    
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