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it easier or harder for people to vote, a process we call regulating the electorate. These rules 
include requiring citizens to register to vote and restricting voting to a single weekday 
when most people have to work.

Although constitutional amendments set fundamental voting protections based on 
race, gender, and age, the Constitution gives to the states the primary responsibility for 
determining how elections are held. Most of the rules that regulate the electorate—how 
early and where voters need to register, whether early voting or voting by mail is permitted, 
how long polls are open, and the like—are made at the state level, and over time we have 
seen substantial fluctuations in how easy various states make it for citizens to exercise their 
constitutional right to vote.

Underlying these changes are conflicting goals. One the one hand, Americans hold 
generally that every citizen has the right to vote, that in a healthy democracy most will 
exercise this right, and that by doing so they will legitimate public policy and feel happier 
about obeying the laws they helped to make. Voting is a central part of being a democratic 
citizen, and Americans pride themselves on living in a democracy. Still, even people who 
are deeply committed to democratic norms debate whether voting ought to be made so 
easy that uninformed voters go to the polls. For those who think voters should pass some 
minimum threshold of involvement in the system, the existence of some hurdles, in the 

Figure 12.1  �Voter Turnout in Presidential and Midterm House 
Elections, 1932–2014
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Sources: Presidential data from 2000 through 2005, The New York Times Almanac, 114; midterm data through 1998 from U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2000 Statistical Abstract, 291; 2004 data and beyond from United States Election Project, http://www.electproject.org/home/
voter-turnout/voter-turnout-data.

Note: Data for 2014 is an estimate.


