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Two of the most important pieces of legislation concerning the voting rights of citizens were passed in the twentieth century.  The Nineteenth Amendment gave half of the population of the country the right to vote, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 made sure that blacks had the right to vote.  These documents have changed politics.

The Nineteenth Amendment states that the right to vote cannot be denied to a citizen on the basis of sex.  In some states before 1920, it was illegal for women to vote.  At the end of World War I, more than half of the states allowed women to vote in some elections (Burns 408).  To clarify and standardize the electorate throughout the country, a Constitutional amendment was needed.  


The push for allowing women to vote was called the women’s suffrage movement.  It began in 1866 when Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony formed the American Equal Rights Association.  The Association’s goal was suffrage for all people who did not have the right to vote – black and white women and black men.  In 1868, the Fourteenth Amendment was ratified.  It defined the terms citizens and voters as male.  This Amendment caused a split in the American Equal Rights Association between those that only wanted to work for the voting rights of women and those that wanted voting rights for everyone (Votes).  Susan B. Anthony and other suffrage leaders would continue to fight for their right to vote.


In 1872, Susan B. Anthony was arrested in Rochester, New York for attempting to vote.  She attempted to vote for the Republican candidate for president, Ulysses Grant, who eventually won.  In the same election, Sojourner Truth was turned away from a polling place after demanding a ballot (Votes).  Other people would try to gain women the right to vote through the legal system.  


In 1878, an amendment that would later become the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution was proposed to Congress (NARA).  In fact, the wording of the Nineteenth Amendment and the amendment proposed in 1878 were exactly the same (Votes).  Wyoming became the first state to allow women to vote when it was admitted into the union in 1890 (State).  Between 1870 and 1875 several women tried unsuccessfully to use the Fourteenth Amendment to gain their legal right to vote (Votes).


The women’s suffrage movement picked up a great deal of momentum in the 1910’s.  Teddy Roosevelt’s Progressive Party became the first national political party to adopt the women’s suffrage movement as part of its platform.  A woman was elected to represent Montana in the House of Representatives in 1916 (Votes).  As the decade went by, the movement gained more and more support.  The state of New York gave women the right to vote in 1917.  President Woodrow Wilson changed his position on the issue and decided to support women’s suffrage.  The Nineteenth Amendment was finally passed by Congress and Ratified by the states in 1919 (NARA).  Women were allowed to vote for the first time in 1920.


As a result of the Nineteenth Amendment, the overall electorate grew.  Women became a large voting bloc that politicians would learn to cater to.  The politicians would now address women’s issues, such as abortion and sexual harassment laws.


Another important piece of legislation that allowed more people the right to vote was the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  It enforced the Fifteenth Amendment, which was supposed to give blacks the right to vote.  Many southern states made it extremely difficult or even impossible for blacks to vote, even one hundred years after the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment.  The Voting Rights act banned the poll taxes and literacy tests that made it hard for blacks to vote.  It also gave the federal government the power to enforce the Act (Voting).


At the time that the Voting Rights Act was passed, the civil rights movement was in full swing.  The Civil Rights Act had been passed the year before.  Martin Luther King Jr. had given his famous “I have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in front of thousands of people.  


As a result of the Voting Rights Act, more blacks that ever before had the chance to vote.  Politicians began to address issues that effected black voters such as affirmative action.  Most blacks remained loyal to the Democratic Party, the party of President Johnson, who signed the Voting Rights Act.  In the 2000 presidential election, ninety percent of black voters voted for Democratic nominee Al Gore (MSNBC).


These two pieces of legislation enfranchised millions of citizens.  They have given politicians more people to try to convince to vote for them.  Over the years America has given many people the right to vote.  This has made the country more democratic. 
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