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The history of American suffrage since 1789 has been marked by two long-term trends: the gradual expansion of the electorate to include nearly every adult citizen and the gradual transfer of power over voting from the states to the federal government.  

The first voters were typically propertied, white, Christian males over the age of 21.  Property and religion requirements gradually disappeared in the early 1800’s.  The original Constitution did require states to allow anyone entitled to vote for the more numerous branch of the state legislature to also vote for Congress.  The Fifteenth Amendment eliminated voting requirements based on race, color, or prior condition of servitude.  The Nineteenth Amendment eliminated voting requirements based on sex.  The Twenty-Fourth Amendment eliminated voting requirements based on the payment of a poll tax.  The Twenty-Sixth Amendment eliminated voting requirements that set the minimum age higher than 18.  The Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause also prevents a state from drawing arbitrary distinctions between citizens for voting.  In spite of these restrictions, the basic power to set voting qualifications is still a reserved power of the states.

Every state requires voters to meet qualifications on citizenship, age, and residence, though they vary somewhat from state to state.  No state allows non-citizens to vote, though Arkansas did as recently as 1926.  Every state requires voters to reside in the precinct in which they wish to vote, but the length of residence can vary from as little as a day to no more than 30 days.  Although PA requires 30 days of residence (to ensure a voter’s familiarity with candidates and issues), most states impose shorter limits.  A few states allow people younger than 18 to vote in special circumstances, and Nebraska has come close to lowering its minimum age to 17 for all elections.  

Every state but North Dakota requires voters to register to vote, but some allow registration on election day.  Registration is designed to identify voters and prevent fraudulent voting.  Registration usually requires name, age, date of birth, place of residence, and length of residence.  Signatures are usually used to verify identity, though starting in 2013 Pennsylvania (along with many other states) began requiring voters to present photo identification.  Once someone is registered it can be very hard to purge their name from poll books (usually involving proof of relocation or death).

Literacy tests were used for a long time to discourage different groups from voting, but Congress eliminated them in 1970.  No state allows people in mental asylums to vote, and about 25% of the states prohibit felons from voting (even after they’ve been released from prison).
Although the 15th Amendment was designed to secure the franchise for African-Americans, the federal government paid little attention to their rights until the 1960s.  Racist state governments used gerrymandering and “white primaries” to suppress blacks.  Racial gerrymandering was declared unconstitutional in Gomillion v. Lightfoot, and white primaries were declared unconstitutional in Smith v. Allwright.

The federal government passed several important laws to protect minority voting rights.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were especially significant.  Many states’ election laws (primarily in the south) are still subject to Justice Department review as a result of the Voting Rights Act.  Later amendments to the Voting Rights Act also protected “language minorities” by requiring states to prepare translated ballots for groups that include at least 10,000 people.

Many non-voters are ineligible to vote because they are non-citizens, insane, or in jail.  Large numbers of eligible voters simply do not vote for a variety of reasons, including religious beliefs, the inconvenience of voting, illness, or personal priorities (they think they have little influence, so they prefer to do something else with their time).  Some factors that make people more likely to vote include age, income, race, education, partisanship (devotion to one party), and close-fought elections.

We can learn a lot about voter behavior by studying past election results, public surveys, and the process of political socialization (the process by which people acquire their attitudes about politics).  Knowing certain things about a person will allow you to predict their general voting patterns with a high degree of accuracy.

	Democrat
	Characteristic
	Republican

	x
	Poor
	

	
	Middle-Class
	x

	
	College Graduates
	x

	x
	High School Drop-Outs
	

	x
	Women
	

	
	Men
	x

	x
	Youth
	

	
	Elderly
	x

	
	Protestant Christians
	x

	x
	Non-Christians
	

	
	Frequent Church-goers
	x

	x
	African-Americans
	

	
	Whites
	x

	x
	Latinos
	

	
	Southerners
	x

	x
	Northeasterners
	


Voting for all of the candidates from one party is called “straight-ticket” voting, while supporting some from each is called “split-ticket voting.”  While a majority of voters still associate with one party or the other, large numbers now regard themselves as “independent.”
