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Voting rights policies have been influenced by civil rights efforts, but the United States still has issues regarding voter participation. Voter participation is important, because it allows minorities' needs to be represented in government, and can change the outcome of elections. These rights have changed due to enfranchisement laws, as well as other issues such as voter purges. The federal legislative changes have expanded voting rights, but over the past few decades, state law and informal changes have generally decreased these rights. In order to improve minority voter turnout, limitations on voter disenfranchisement and voter purges could be helpful.


Voter participation, particularly minority voter participation, is essential for the proper functioning of American democracy. This form of participation can help to ensure that the needs of minority groups are addressed in state and federal legislature, which in turn makes for a government that truly represents all of its citizens (Keyssar, 2009). Additionally, it helps to prevent the marginalization, and even subjugation, of minority groups by serving as a type of assimilation into American culture (Keyssar, 2009). In turn, this gives minority groups a stake in improving the country in which they live. Finally, minority voting could potentially even change elections; larger African-American voter turnout in the 2000 presidential elections, for example, would have likely resulted in a win for Al Gore (Brooks, 2005). 


Over the years, there have been a number of changes to voting laws and policies in the United States. After the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, African American males won the right to vote, as well as all other male U.S. citizens, although “Jim Crow” laws in the South tended to take this right away from non-Whites through grandfather clauses and literacy tests (Allen, 2011; Keyssar, 2009). The Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 gave women the vote, as well (Keyssar, 2009). However, more recently, there have been restrictions on voting, with state disenfranchisement laws preventing felons from voting for various lengths of time, from their period of incarceration to their entire lives (Ewald, 2009). Voter purges meant to update these lists have often led to improper purges of minority voters, preventing them from voting as well (Ewald, 2009).


These changes have had different impacts on minority voter participation. Following the Civil War, African-American voting increased drastically, until Southern legal changes practically prevented them from voting for almost a century (Keyssar, 2009). Female votes were numerous after 1920 for some time, but have only remained high among White females in the past few decades (Keyssar, 2009). Felony disenfranchisement laws and voter purges have drastically decreased the number of minority voters. Because minorities have been disproportionately represented among incarcerated populations, high levels of minorities, including up to 10 percent of African-American males, are prevented from voting; many are unaware that they can regain these rights (Brooks, 2005). Voter purges have often improperly purged legal minority voters, and decreased interest in voting among minorities (Allen, 2011). 


In order to improve the level of minority voting, some changes would have to be made. First, criminal disenfranchisement could be limited to the term of conviction for felons, and automatically restored when a sentence is completed (Brooks, 2005). Voter purges would have to stop, particularly at the county level, where the most mistakes are made; instead, state parole boards would be responsible for handling disenfranchisement (Allen, 2011). Finally, state and federal governments should raise awareness of voting and its importance among minority groups. These steps would help to increase minority voting participation.
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