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Chapter 1

Early Voting Rights

The deck of the ship was windy and cold, but no one seemed to notice. The
rough seas from the day before had finally calmed, and everyone was
grateful. For this moment, at least, the ship had stopped heaving over
pounding waves. The smooth sailing brought new hope to the voyagers,
who had spent days in their bunks, too sick to do anything but wait for
their journey to end.

Pockets of people stood together, chatting about the journey. Eager
eyes watched for signs of land on the horizon. Everywhere there was
excitement about the new life that was waiting across the dark water.
Almost every passenger had the same goal: freedom. These travelers
wanted the freedom to live as they pleased and to make their own
decisions. For too many years, they had been under the control of a king
who did not care about their beliefs or concerns. They had no voice in
decisions that were made. They longed for a home where they could have
more freedom.

After arriving on a new shore, people scattered to different areas,
slowly forming thirteen colonies. Although each one of these new regions
was somewhat independent, they all still modeled themselves after British
customs and ideas, and were largely under British control. The population
grew, schools were built, newspapers were established, and leaders were
appointed.



The population of the American colonies in 1775 was focused
along the coast. Over the years, it would slowly expand into the
western regions.



People filled the streets, protesting the Stamp Act,
which forced them to pay taxes to England and yet
had no say in what decisions the British parliament
made.



As time passed, the people in these colonies found themselves chafing
under British rule and laws. After the Stamp Act was passed in 1765, these
colonists were forced to pay taxes directly to England on all paper items,
from newspapers to contracts and other documents, as well as on dice and
even playing cards. The colonists were angry, and they became even more
so when they were told that they had to house British troops and supply
them with food. Despite these rules, the colonists were not allowed to
object or to have any say in the crown’s rulings.

When they refused to cooperate, England declared that it had total
power to pass any laws controlling the colonies. Known as “taxation
without representation,” the move sparked the colonists to talk seriously
about rebellion. The disagreement escalated. In May 1773, another tax was
added to the colonists—this time on tea. A group of angry colonists
refused to pay it. Instead, disguised as Native Americans, they boarded the
British ships and dumped 342 containers of tea into Boston Harbor.

The fight was on. In summer 1775 the first battle broke out in the
Revolutionary War (1775–1781). The colonists drafted a document that
created a new nation—the United States of America. When England was
defeated, the new country drew up the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of
Rights.

“The Constitution is not an instrument for the government
to restrain the people, it is an instrument for the people to
restrain the government—lest it come to dominate our lives
and interests.”—Patrick Henry



The colonists tolerated a great deal from England,
but when it attempted to tax their tea, they had had
enough. The Boston Tea Party was one of the key
events that sparked the Revolutionary War.

Having a Voice
Have you thought about what it will be like to one day cast your first vote
in a state or national election? Voting has been such a natural part of this
nation’s culture that chances are you may not have given it much thought.
However, it is extremely important to this country’s history and the way
its government operates.

The right to vote is actually the right to have a voice in all kinds of
decisions, big and small, local and national. By voting for one person or
against another one, you are saying that you agree or disagree with how
that person will vote on important issues. You are saying yes or no to
spending more or less money on a cause, project, or program. You are



saying yes or no to what should be done about such controversial issues as
abortion, gay rights, and capital punishment.

When people talk about their “rights,” the Declaration of Independence
or the U.S. Constitution often comes to mind. After all, the Declaration
practically begins with promises of “the right to life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness,” and the Constitution includes the Bill of Rights.
This important document spells out essential American freedoms,
including freedom of religion and freedom of speech. It also explains how
leaders shall be voted into office. But what do these documents say about
the right to vote?

Perhaps surprisingly, the Constitution does not state that people have
the right to vote, only that they cannot be denied the right to vote. When
the Founding Fathers first wrote that rule, the group of people who were
guaranteed the right to vote in these documents was actually rather
limited. Many different groups were left out. The document left the
decision about who could and could not cast a vote to the individual states.
Why?

Educated men such as John Hancock, Benjamin Franklin, George
Washington, and Thomas Jefferson helped to draft and write the
Constitution. They knew that the people were desperately eager for a
government that would not have too much control over their lives. The war
with Great Britain over the question of control was still fresh. These rebels
wanted to live without interference from a king or other type of big
government. They knew that the more responsibility this new nation could
leave up to the people within its individual states, the happier everyone
would be.

The first election in the United States was held in January 1789, when
George Washington was elected as the first U.S. president. The only
people who were allowed to vote at this time were white men over the age
of 18 who owned property. This included only about 6 percent of the
country’s population.1 What about the country’s other citizens?

The following year, in 1790, another law regarding voting was passed.
Known as the Naturalization Law, this law stated that any “free white
person” who lived in the United States could be considered a citizen and
allowed to vote. The law added that the person must be “of good
character.”2 He also had to be male.



Writing the Declaration of Independence was an
extremely difficult and passion-filled process. Some
of history’s wisest, most experienced men labored
over every single word, knowing how important each
phrase would be to the people of the nation.



It took years of hard work and several amendments to the U.S.
Constitution to guarantee this right for everyone. For many years, voting
was denied to African Americans, Native Americans, and women of all
races. The story of the fight for their rights as citizens is a key thread
throughout U.S. history.

George Washington is memorialized in Washington
Square in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. As the first
elected president of the United States, Washington
has a number of memorials dedicated to him
throughout the country.
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