
If you have not already voted early, consider this your reminder to 
VOTE TODAY.

It really is a civic duty.

One of the great American stories is the progressive expansion of the 
franchise.

A country founded on ideas of liberty and democracy availed the rights it 
held sacrosanct only to a limited few.

In most states in 1789, only white, land-owning men could vote.

Democracy campaigners — known variously as abolitionists, suffragists and 
civil rights advocates, many of whom gave their lives — won the 
progressive expansion of the right to vote.

• The Fifteenth Amendment (1870) prohibited the use of race as a basis to deny the 
vote.

• The Nineteenth Amendment (1920) expanded the vote to women.
• The Twenty-Fourth Amendment (1964) abolished the poll tax.
• The Voting Rights Act (1965) prohibited the racially discriminatory practices of the 

Jim Crow South.
• The Twenty-Sixth Amendment (1971) expanded voting to those 18 and older.

•Shamefully, in recent years, the U.S. Supreme Court has taken us 
backward on this otherwise pro-democracy trajectory.

With its 1976 decision Buckley v. Valeo, the court held that spending 
money on elections was a First Amendment-guaranteed right.

And then, in 2010, in Citizens United, the court held that corporations 
— and, by extension, superrich individuals — had a right to spend 
unlimited amounts to influence elections.

While protecting the purported rights of corporations and the 
superrich, the court has backtracked on protecting the rights of 
vulnerable populations.

In 2013, in its Shelby County decision, it gutted the Voting Rights Act.

Republican legislatures and operatives across the country have 
responded with elaborate schemes of voter suppression, designed to 
reduce voter turnout by people of color and young people.



But there is another — often overlooked — corrosion of our 
democracy, one we actually can control:

American voter turnout is anemic.

In recent presidential elections, between 50 and 55 percent of the 
voting-age population cast ballots, with a spike up to 58 percent in 
2008, during Barack Obama’s historic election.

Although there appears to be unusual enthusiasm around today’s 
election, voting rates in midterm elections are far worse, generally 
averaging at about 40 percent.

In the last midterm, in 2014, a pathetic 35.9 percent of eligible voters 
cast a ballot — barely more than one in three.

U.S. voting participation rates are at the back of the pack among 
rich countries.

We rank 26 among 32 countries in the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD, a grouping of most of the 
world’s wealthiest nations) for which comparable data is available.

The best explanation of our low voting rates, in addition to the 
consequential impact of voter suppression efforts, is that many 
Americans don’t believe their votes will make a difference.

They see a system hopelessly controlled by corporate insiders.

The irony, of course, is that that attitude empowers and entrenches the 
very corporate elite to which they object.

If we want this country to be what it should be, we must vote.

To honor those who fought for the franchise, we must vote.

To preserve and protect our democracy, we must exercise the tools of 
democracy; we must vote.

To the polls!

Robert Weissman
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P.S. One way we could improve voter participation is by making 
Election Day a national holiday. For working people, getting to the 
polls on a work day, especially when lines may be long or if they work 
multiple jobs, is often extremely difficult or even impossible. Add 
your name now to make Election Day a national holiday.

P.P.S. If you see or encounter anything fishy at the polls — including 
voter suppression or intimidation — call 1-866-OUR-VOTE 
(1-866-687-8683), an election protection hotline designed to ensure 
that every voter has a voice in our democracy.
•


