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Chapter 1

The Right to Vote

Night had just fallen on Griffin’s Wharf on December 16, 1773. At first
glance, the American colonists looked like Native Americans. Many had
disguised themselves in feather headdresses and leather hides. They didn’t
want anyone to know who they were as they stood on the decks of three
different ships in Boston Harbor. The Beaver, Dartmouth, and Eleanor had
brought tea to the colonies from China.

British merchants planned to sell this tea to the colonists, and King
George III planned to charge them taxes on it. The colonists believed these
taxes were unfair, and they had planned to destroy the tea in protest. They
wanted to show the king and the British government how they felt about
these unfair taxes. The colonists ended up dumping 342 chests of tea—
more than 46 tons—into the Atlantic Ocean.1 The entire harbor smelled
like tea, but what was truly brewing was a war.

Some people think it is odd that we accept taxes so easily today after
our ancestors fought so hard against them. Taxes are now part of everyday
life in the United States. We pay taxes on our income, our property, and
yes, sometimes even our tea. There is one big difference between the taxes
we pay today, however, and the taxes that the American colonists had to
pay to England. As American citizens, we have a say in the process. The
colonists did not. They were not allowed to be part of the government that
made decisions about taxes and all other laws they had to follow. This
issue turned into one of the biggest slogans of the American Revolution:
No taxation without representation!



The Boston Tea Party was an organized protest to gain
American colonists the right to vote.

In 1783, the American colonists won the Revolutionary War against
England. At this time the country’s founding fathers decided that the new
nation would not have a king as Great Britain did. The United States of
America would be a democracy. The basic idea of democracy is that each



person has a vote. Decisions are made by the biggest group of people who
agree. That is not the end of the story, though.

Not every person in the United States could vote at first. The U.S.
Constitution was ratified in 1788. It gave white men who were at least 21
years of age and owned a certain amount of land the right to vote. Some
states also had voting restrictions. Maryland, North Carolina, and South
Carolina required men to own at least 50 acres of land to receive voting
rights. If a South Carolina man wanted to run for a public office, he
needed to own ten times this amount of land—at least 500 acres.

Landowners, also called freeholders, were thought to care about the
community more than men who owned no land. Voting was seen less as a
right and more as a privilege that went with land ownership. Men who did
not own land were denied the right to vote. Lawmakers believed that these
men would simply vote the way their landowners wanted them to.

The colonists felt strongly that if they had to pay taxes to the king of
England, they should have a say in British government. When the United
States broke away from Great Britain, people still believed in the slogan
from the war—no taxation without representation. However, the phrase
was being taken quite literally. Since only freeholders paid taxes, men who
did not own property were not represented by anyone in the government.

“Today a man owns a jackass worth fifty dollars, and he is
entitled to vote; but before the next election the jackass
dies. The man in the meantime has become more
experienced . . . and he is therefore better qualified to make

a proper selection of rulers. But the jackass is dead, and the man cannot
vote. Now, gentlemen, pray inform me, in whom is the right of suffrage?
In the man or in the jackass?”—Benjamin Franklin

Land ownership was not the only requirement for full voting rights at
this time. Several states would not allow Jews, Roman Catholics, or
atheists to serve in the government. This situation angered many people.
Men who had risked their lives for the nation’s independence could neither
vote nor hold public office in it. Men of color and women were also denied
voting rights.



Founded on July 16, 1790, Washington, D.C., is not officially a
state. According to the U.S. Constitution, then, its residents do
not have representation in Congress. They could not vote for
president, either, until 1961, when the Twenty-third Amendment
was passed.

Some of the country’s founding fathers—and mothers—worked for
suffrage, or voting rights for everyone. One of the leading suffragists was
Benjamin Franklin. He thought it was both foolish and unfair to base
voting rights on property ownership or religious beliefs. After all, didn’t



the earliest settlers of America come to these shores in part to gain
religious freedom? By 1830, most states had abolished voting restrictions
based on land ownership or religion.

Suffragists were still working toward changing laws to make voting a
right for everyone, though. In 1848, the first women’s rights convention
took place in Seneca Falls, New York. Two of the women behind this event
were Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, both suffrage
activists. More than 300 people attended the convention, including 40
men.

Anthony and Stanton had different lifestyles and strengths to bring to
the movement. Anthony was unmarried. She spent most of her time
making speeches about the importance of women’s rights. Stanton was
married and had several children. She used her writing skills to do her part
for the cause. Together they created the National Woman Suffrage
Association.2 Still, it would be many years before women won the right to
vote.

In the meantime, the Civil War was looming. Most people from the
Northern states thought slavery was wrong. They thought all men and
women should be free. Most of the people in the Southern states who
owned slaves wanted to be able to keep them. They wanted life to continue
the way it had for generations. The Northern states won the Civil War in
1865, but it was still five more years before the Fifteenth Amendment
granted African-American men the right to vote. Some states tried to work
around this new law. Some charged poll taxes. Others made voters take
literacy tests prior to voting. Since many African Americans were poor
and could not read, they were still being denied the right to vote.

By 1860, only five states had granted African Americans
the same voting rights that white men possessed. These
states were Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
Vermont, and Rhode Island.



Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony helped
women get the right to vote.

People who supported the women’s suffrage
movement continued their fight during this time. In 1872, thirteen women
joined Susan B. Anthony in voting in an election in Rochester, New York.
They were all arrested a few days later, but their bold move got the
attention of people both near and far. More and more states began



upholding women’s right to vote. In 1920, the Nine-teenth Amendment
granted all women the right to vote.

Women fought hard to receive the same voting rights
that men had. The women marching in this New York
City parade in 1912 would have to wait eight more
years before the Nine-teenth Amendment would be
added to the Constitution.

African Americans and women had made enormous progress, and with
the 1924 Indian Citizenship Act, Native American citizens were able to
follow suit. Nonetheless, voting discrimination was far from over.
Everyone had the right to vote, but it wasn’t being honored in many
Southern states. The 1960s were a time of great political change. This
decade is often called the civil rights era for this reason. People were
speaking up and demanding to be heard about the importance of equal
treatment for everyone. In 1964, the Twenty-fourth Amendment did away



with poll taxes. This move was followed up by the Voting Rights Act of
1965, which made literacy tests for voting illegal as well.3

The Fifteenth Amendment gave African Americans
the right to vote, but many states used poll taxes and
literacy tests to keep them from doing so. Finally, in
the 1960s, both schemes were made illegal.
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