
Unit 2: Political Beliefs and Behaviors
Session 2: Political Participation



• How do Americans 
participate politically?

• How have voting rights 
been suppressed 
within the United 
States

• How have voting rights 
been expanded?

• Explain why Americans 
don’t vote?

Learning Targets

Unit 2: Political Beliefs and Behaviors
Session 2: Participation



• Voting Age Population-
Citizens who are eligible to 
vote after reaching the 
minimum age.
– Includes those who are 

ineligible to vote, i.e. 
felons, resident aliens.

• Voting Eligible Population-
measures those who are 
legally permitted to cast a 
ballot

• In 2008 the VAP was 231 
million but the VEP was 18 
million less

Voting Age Populations



• Political participation refers 
to the many different ways 
the people take part in 
politics and government. 
– Political party
– Debate 
– Giving money to a candidate
– Writing letters
– Voting #1

• Participation in government 
only included white males 
with property at first, but 
gradually increased over time

• National Laws, amendments 
to the constitution have lead 
for greater participation in 
politics

Political Participation



• Political participation encompasses 
the many activities used by citizens 
to influence the selection of 
political leaders or the policies they 
pursue.

• Paradoxically, the United States has 
a participatory political culture, but 
only 60 percent of Americans 
voted in the 2004 presidential 
election, and only 40 percent voted 
in the 2006 mid- term elections

• Throughout American history, 
individuals and groups have 
sometimes used civil disobedience, 
in which they consciously break 
laws that they think are unjust. 

Political Participation



• Unconventional participation 
includes activities that are often 
dramatic, such as protesting, civil 
disobedience, and even violence. 

• Protest is a form of political 
participation designed to achieve 
policy change through dramatic 
and unconventional tactics, and 
protests today are often 
orchestrated to provide television 
cameras with vivid images.

• In the United States, 
participation is a class-biased 
activity, with citizens of higher 
socioeconomic status 
participating more than others. 
Minority groups like Hispanics 
and African Americans are 
below average in terms of 
political participation 

Political Participation



• Literacy Tests- A requirement 
that citizens show that they can 
read before registering to vote

• Poll Tax- A requirement that 
citizens pay a tax in order to 
register to vote

• Grandfather Clause- A clause in 
registration laws that banned 
any person from voting if their 
ancestors did not vote before 
1867

• White primary- the practice of 
preventing voting for black 
citizens through intimidation.

Suppression of Voting Rights



Voter ID Acts (Argument Against)
Voting rights are under “attack” 
in this country as state 
legislatures nationwide pass 
voter suppression laws under the 
pretext of preventing voter fraud 
and safeguarding election 
integrity. 

These voter suppression laws 
take many forms, and collectively 
lead to significant burdens for 
eligible voters trying to exercise 
their most fundamental 
constitutional right.

Suppression of Voter Rights



Voter Suppression Laws



• Federal laws and constitutional 
amendments have eliminated 
restrictions on the right to vote

• Federal laws and constitutional 
amendments have significantly 
reduced the power of individual 
states over a citizen’s right to vote

• Originally about 1 in 15 white males 
were able to vote in 1789

• Andrew Jackson and his supporters 
eliminated property qualifications 
of voting. This gave the U.S. the 
“Age of the Common Man”

Expansion of Voting Rights



Expansion of Voting Rights
15th Amendment (1870)
• Prohibits voting restrictions based on race, color or 

servitude

19th Amendment (1920)
• Removes voting restrictions based on gender

23rd Amendment (1961)
• Residents in D.C. are now allowed to vote in Presidential 

elections.

24th Amendment (1964)
• Poll Taxes are now Unconstitutional 

26th Amendment (1971)
• Anyone who is 18 years or older may vote in any election. 



Voting Rights of 1965
• By 1965, efforts to break the grip 

of state disfranchisement had 
been under way, but had 
achieved only modest success 
overall and in some areas had 
proved almost entirely 
ineffectual.

• Attacks in Selma on peaceful 
marchers along with the murders 
in Mississippi finally brought 
change. 

• Voting Rights Act of 1965-
Prohibited any government from 
using voting procedures that 
denied a person the vote on the 
basis of race or color.



• The Civil Rights Act of 1965 was 
enacted as a response to the 
nearly century-long history of 
voting discrimination. 

• Section 5 prohibits eligible 
districts from enacting changes to 
their election laws and 
procedures without gaining 
official authorization.

• States and local jurisdictions 
covered under the Act must 
submit all changes affecting 
voting and elections for 
preapproval by the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s Civil 
Rights Division or the U.S. District 
Court for the District of Columbia.

Preclearance



• Holding: Section 4 of the 
Voting Rights Act is 
unconstitutional; its formula 
can no longer be used as a 
basis for subjecting 
jurisdictions to preclearance.

• The Court held that Section 4 of 
the Voting Rights Act imposes 
current burdens that are no 
longer responsive to the current 
conditions in the voting districts 
in question.

• Section 4(b) defines the 
eligible districts as ones that 
had a voting test in place as of 
November 1, 1964 and less 
than 50% turnout for the 1964 

Shelby County v. Holder



• Age- older people are more 
likely to vote that are younger 
people.  Historically younger 
people will support democrats

• Income- People with more 
income are more likely to 
vote. Historically those with 
lower income will vote 
democratic

• Education- People with more 
education are more likely to 
vote. 
– Historically as level of voters’ 

educated increases the 
percentage voting republican 
increases, however 2008 proved 
the exception to the rule

Factors influencing Voting



• Gender- Women vote at a 
higher rate than men. In  2008 
54% of all votes came from 
women

• Religion- Jews and Catholics 
are more likely to vote than 
protestants
– Historically, a majority of 

protestants have supported 
Republican candidates. majority 
of Jewish and Catholic voters side 
with Democratic candidates

• Race- Whites tend to have 
higher turnout rates compared 
to other groups in the US. 
Note when you remove 
income and education, blacks 
vote at a higher rate.

Election Issue
Voters Prevented or 
Discouraged from Voting

Voter Registration Issues 3 million (+)

Disenfranchisement of Ex-
Offenders*

1 million

Election Equipment and 
Ballot Design

3-500,000

Unnecessarily Long Lines 
and other Fixable Poll 
Procedures

250,000 (+)

Voters with Disabilities 1 – 1.5 million

Low Literacy/Limited 
Language

1 million (+)

Inconvenience/ Election on 
Workday (including lack of 
convenient early voting 
options)

1 million (+)

Problems with Receiving, 
Returning or Counting Mail-
in Ballots

200,000 (+)

TOTAL "LOST" VOTES Over 8 million

Factors influencing voter turnout



• At the present time there 
are approximately 230 
million people of voting 
age in the United States

• Only about 60% of eligible 
voters voted in the  2008 
presidential election

• The voter turnout rate in 
the United states is slower 
than in most other 
Western Democracies.

Voter Turnout Statistics







Voter Turnout USA



Voter Turnout Statistics



Voter Turnout Virginia
1996 Clinton v. 
Dole

2000 Gore v. Bush

2004:Bush v. Kerry

2008:Obama v. McCain



Voter Turnout by Gender



Voter Turnout Statistics



Age Gap in Voting



Youth Turnout



Presidential Turnout Rates



• Voter Registration
– Registration has caused 

another obstacle that 
discourages some people 
from registering to vote

– National Voter Act or Motor 
Voter Law- made voter 
registration easier by allowing 
people to register to vote 
while applying for a drivers 
license

• Decline in Efficacy
– The Decline in the belief that 

your vote matters
– As discussed earlier, the more 

lack of trust in government 
lowers the voter turnout

• Weekday, Non Holiday Voting
– Many western democracies hold 

their elections on weekends or 
holidays

– Most election in the United States 
are held on the first Tuesday after 
the First Monday  in November

• Elections
– Americas electoral  system has the 

most elections than any other 
Western democracy

– The large number of elections, 
candidates, TV ads and the length 
of the election process turns 
voters off of participation

– Voter Fatigue

Factors that decrease turnout



• Although we vote at lower 
rates in the U.S., the meaning 
of our vote is different

• We elected more public 
officials than any other nation 
in the world

• There are more than a half a 
million elective offices in the 
United States

• U.S. citizens elect State 
Senators, Representatives, 
Governors, county officers, 
town officers court members, 
school board members, and 
county supervisors, 

Voter Apathy



Arguments For

• Compulsory voting ensures a 
large voter turnout

• Another important benefit is 
that compulsory voting 
prevents interference with 
access to the vote. 
– Weather, education, 

economic, cultural or racial  
factors do not affect 
turnout

• If voters do not want to 
support any given choice, 
they may cast blank votes

Arguments Against

• Compulsory voting can be seen as 
infringing a basic freedom of the 
citizen

• it is essentially a compelled 
speech, act, which violates 
freedom of speech

• Some do not support the idea of 
compulsory voting, particularly if 
they have no interest in politics or 
no knowledge of the candidates. 
Others may be well-informed, but 
have no preference for any 
particular candidate.

Compulsory Voting


