A. Amending Voting Laws

You have examined several primary source
documents related to voting rights in America.
The first set illustrated how voting rights
expanded to include people of different races and
ethnic groups, women, and 18 year-olds. The
second set of documents focused on ways that
voting rights have been restricted, including poll
taxes and voter literacy tests.

Take another look at the title page of the
congressional report. When did this report take
place? What was the purpose of the report? What
names do you recognize on the title page? What
do these names tell you about the content of the
report?

As you have figured out by now, the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 made it illegal for any state to have
laws that restricted voting rights.

Section 2 of that law explains that the “purpose of
this Act is to ensure that the right of all citizens to
vote, including the right to register to vote and
cast meaningful votes, is preserved and protected
as guaranteed by the Constitution.”

You should have also figured out that the purpose
of the report is to persuade Congress to re-
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authorize the Voting Rights Act of 1965 with at least one amendment (change). The amendments
presented in this report added further protections of voting rights, including the rights of Spanish-

speaking citizens.

B. Congressional Committee

Imagine that your group is a special congressional committee that has been appointed to
determine if the Voting Rights Act should be further amended to increase equality. Your committee

will consider a proposal on compulsory voting.

Step 1: Background

Your staff has prepared background on this matter. Each committee member should read the

background information in the box below.



Compulsory Voting

Many people who have chosen to exercise their right to vote have been stopped from doing so, whether
by literacy tests, poll taxes, or other means. But what if the opposite was true? What if people who
might otherwise choose not to vote had to vote, anyway? What if voting was not just a right but also a
required duty?

Some people believe that citizens in the United States should be required to vote. This is called
compulsory voting. Today, as many as 22 countries have compulsory voting laws, but it has not been the
law in the United States.

Without a valid excuse, people in countries with compulsory voting laws may face sanctions, or
administrative punishments, if they do not vote. Several of these countries enforce the laws with
sanctions such as fines, requiring explanations from non-voters, and even possible imprisonment (for not
paying fines). The sanctions apply to all non-voters equally.

Step 2: Examine Arguments in Favor and Arguments Opposed
Consider this question: Would compulsory voting in the United States expand equality?

Once you have received either Handout C or Handout D (half of your committee will receive one,
and half the other) with arguments for or against compulsory voting, read through the arguments
carefully.

As you read, make notes about the arguments, considering:
e Isthe argument strong?
e Why or why not?

Step 3: Present Arguments
Committee members who read the arguments in favor should now present and explain those
arguments to the rest of the group.

Everyone should listen carefully, ask questions, and take notes.

Next, committee members who read the arguments opposed should present and explain those
arguments. Again, listen carefully, ask question, and take notes.

Step 4: Individuals Decide
Now that your committee has a better understanding about the arguments on both sides of the
issue, discuss the following:

e What were the strongest arguments in favor?

e What were the strongest arguments opposed?




Take two minutes for each person in your committee to write one sentence that answers the
following question and provides an evidence-based argument.

Would compulsory voting in the United States expand equality? Why or why not?

Each committee member should now share his/her sentence with the group.

Step 5: The Committee Decides
Just as you thought your committee was ready to make a decision, Congress has handed you a list
of policies to consider.

In your group, consider and discuss the three policy choices.

A. The United States should not impose compulsory voting. Voting should continue to
be voluntary to maintain equality achieved in the past.

B. The United States should impose compulsory voting, perhaps through a
constitutional amendment or federal law (otherwise it would be a state-by-state
decision). To ensure that voters are informed, however, only those citizens who pass
a basic citizenship test will be permitted to vote.

C. The United States should impose compulsory voting. To ensure that uninterested
voters do not vote randomly, however, a choice of “none of the above” (NOTA) will
be included in any list of candidates. If a majority votes for NOTA, a new nomination
and election process will commence.

Which, if any, of these policy options (A—C) do you think would expand equality of voting rights in
the United States?

Once your group reaches a decision, write a paragraph that explains your group’s decision. If your
group decides that none of these policy options would expand equality, then write a paragraph
that explains why. In either case, reference the text.



