Background Information
Before exploring the sources provided to you, please read the following contextual information
and respond to the questions on you the worksheet given to you as part of your “Do Now”
As we have learned in previous lessons, prior to the signing of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, many
states—particularly in the South—incorporated laws preventing black Americans from exercising their
right to vote. Policies such as literacy tests, poll taxes, and the Grandfather clause were employed with the
intentional effect of disenfranchising citizens of color.
Voting is a powerful tool in a democratic republic. As you have seen in the Give Us the Ballot s peech by
Martin Luther King Jr., enfranchisement allows for citizens to elect representatives that will have the
power to pass legislation that could create positive change for and protect the constituencies they
represent. These constituents, therefore, have a means through which to hold government officials
accountable to the breaking of promises made to them during elections. Elections are a forceful means for
citizens to have their voices heard on a regular basis.
Despite the undeniable progress America has seen, as a country, since the passing of the Voting Rights Act
of 1965 and the Twenty Fourth Amendment—banning the practice of poll taxes—some barriers to voting
still remain. Each of these barriers serves a different political purpose, some more intentional than others.
Voter Identification Laws are passed as a means for promising protections against voter fraud. The idea
behind this is that, if citizens are forced to present IDs at the polls, the likelihood that elections can be
tampered with by improper voting practices can be tampered. Poll Closures come typically as a means of
saving funds in state’s whose budgets for elections are struggling in one way or another. Incarceration—or
rather, the percentage of those incarcerated—come from pushes amongst politicians to represent
themselves as tough on crime. This is something that many deemed as a positive quality throughout the
end of the Twentieth Century as well as the beginning of the Twenty-first. Gerrymandering allows for
politicians to ensure a higher likelihood of reelection for their party within their state—ideally
guaranteeing their ability to hold the majority within their states’ legislature.
While not all of these barriers are employed to intentionally disenfranchise a portion of the
population—as did the legislation of the Jim Crow era did—it is undeniable that these policies may have
an adverse effect on a similar demographic to those impacted by these historic laws. Throughout this
lesson, you will explore how these different policies could create an environment in which it is more
difficult for minority voters—specifically African Americans—to practice their right to vote.
Although this may be true, it is improper to see these circumstances as irreparable. Both through the
actions of the people effected as well as the interventions of organizations—such as the ACLU—citizens
have made sure to make their voices heard despite these barriers.
It has been noted that in elections in which African Americans are inspired by a particular
candidate—such as in the election of President Obama in 2008—voter turnout grows significantly. Part of
the importance of the right to vote is that it allows citizens to elect government officials they believe in,
and that they believe will create policies that benefit them. In circumstances where this is perceived as a
possibility, African American citizens are considered to be an especially important voting bloc to
politicians because of the voting power held in their hands.
In addition to this, in situations where the rights of African Americans have been seen to have been
violated by these policies, organizations—such as the ACLU and NAACP among many others—step in to
pursue legal resource and potentially have these policies overturned (typically in the courts). For example,
in issues where evidence of racial gerrymandering exists, often the ACLU will step in in order to
demonstrate to the courts the significance of the action. Federal courts, in recent years, have served as an
important ground to fight against potential disenfranchisement by the barriers included in this activity.
They also serve as a tool to inform Americans of the potential outcomes causes by these barriers’

existence. Their websites offer statistics and articles that make this information more readily available to
the public. There are also other specific interest groups, such as the Sentencing Project—which focuses on
incarceration rates—which function in a similar manner of distributing information.
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“ALL STATES SHOULD require photo ID both to vote in person and to vote by

absentee ballot (by providing a copy of the ID). This is a basic
requirement to help ensure the integrity of elections. All Americans who
are eligible should have the opportunity to vote, but their ballots should
not be stolen or diluted by fraudulent votes.

The vast majority of Americans of all racial and ethnic backgrounds
support such common-sense election reform. Voter ID can significantly
defeat and deter impersonation fraud at the polls, voting under fictitious
names or in the names of dead voters, double-voting by individuals
registered in more than one state, and voting by individuals who are in
the United States illegally. The Supreme Court has upheld voter ID since
"flagrant examples of [voter] fraud … have been documented throughout
this nation's history."
No one claims that there is voter fraud in every election. But, as the
Supreme Court said, ‘not only is the risk of voter fraud real,’ but ‘it could
affect the outcome of a close election.’ And it wasn't too long ago that
we had a presidential election decided by only about 500 votes. Voter ID
also increases the public's confidence in election results, an essential
element in a stable democracy.”
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Image visually compares the number of black citizens incarcerated in each state against
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Following is the prepared text of President Reagan's speech today at the Department of
Justice (1982):
“I am delighted to be here but I want to say at the outset that I did not come today just to give a pep talk or
exchange niceties. Those of you engaged in law enforcement have struggled long and hard in what must
have often seemed like a losing war against the menace of crime. I am grateful to you for that and so are
the American people. But besides being grateful, I have some good news for you: a major initiative that I
believe can mark a turning point in the battle against crime.
As all of you know, crime today is an American epidemic. It takes the lives of over 20,000 Americans a
year, it touches nearly a third of American homes and results in about $8.8 billion a year in financial
losses.
These statistics suggest that our criminal justice system has broken down, that it just isn't working. And
many Americans are losing faith in it. Nine out of ten Americans believe that the courts in their home
areas are not tough enough on criminals.
And the cold statistics do demonstrate the failure of our criminal justice system to adequately pursue,
prosecute and punish criminals. In New York City, for example, less than 1 percent of reported felonies
end in a prison term for the offender. 'A New Privileged Class'
The perception is growing that the crime problem stems from the emergence of a new privileged class in
America: A class of repeat offenders and career criminals who think they have a right to victimize their
fellow citizens with virtual impunity. They are openly contemptuous of our way of justice; they do not
believe they will be caught, and if they are caught, they are confident that once their cases enter our legal
system the charges will be dropped, postponed, plea-bargained away or lost in a maze of legal
technicalities that make a mockery of our legitimate and honorable concern with civil liberties.
Once again, the research shows that this common perception has a strong basis in fact. Just take one
limited part of the crime picture: transit police in New York estimate that only 500 habitual offenders
were responsible for nearly half of the crimes committed in their subways last year.
This rise in crime, this growth of a hardened criminal class, has partly been the result of misplaced
Government priorities and a misguided social philosophy. At the root of this philosophy lies utopian
presumptions about human nature that see man as primarily a creature of his material environment. By
changing this environment through expensive social programs this philosophy holds that Government can
permanently change man and usher in an era of prosperity and virtue. In much the same way, individual
wrongdoing is seen as a result of poor socio-economic conditions or an underprivileged background. This

philosophy suggests, in short, that where there is crime or wrong-doing, society, not the individual, is to
blame. 'Consensus Rejects This View'
But what has also become abundantly clear in the last few years is that a new political consensus among
the American people utterly rejects this point of view. The increase in citizen involvement in the crime
problem and the tough new state statutes directed at repeat offenders make it clear that the American
people are reasserting certain enduring truths: The belief that right and wrong do matter, that individuals
are responsible for their actions, that evil is frequently a conscious choice and that retribution must be
swift and sure for those who decide to make a career of preying on the innocent.”
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In 2016, black Americans comprised 27% of all individuals arrested in the United

States—double their share of the total population. Black youth accounted for 15%
of all U.S. children yet made up 35% of juvenile arrests in that year. What might appear at first
to be a linkage between race and crime is in large part a function of c
 oncentrated urban
poverty, which is far more common for African Americans than for other racial groups. This
accounts for a substantial portion of African Americans’ increased likelihood of committing
certain violent and property crimes. But while there is a higher black rate of involvement in
certain crimes, white Americans overestimate the proportion of crime
committed by blacks and Latinos, overlook the fact that communities of color are
disproportionately victims of crime, and discount the prevalence of bias in the
criminal justice system
More than 1

in 4 people arrested for drug law violations in 2015 was black,

although drug use rates do not differ substantially by race and ethnicity and
drug users generally purchase drugs from people of the same race or ethnicity.15) For example,
the ACLU found that b
 lacks were 3.7 times more likely to be arrested for
marijuana possession than whites in 2010, even though their rate of marijuana usage was
comparable
Once pulled over, black and Hispanic drivers were three times as likely as whites to be searched
(6% and 7% versus 2%) and blacks were twice as likely as whites to be
arrested. These patterns hold even though police o
 fficers generally have a lower

“contraband hit rate” when they search black versus white drivers

Although African Americans and Latinos comprise 29% of the U.S. population, they
make up 5
 7% of the U.S. prison population. This results in imprisonment rates for
African-American and Hispanic adults that are 5.9 and 3.1 times the rate for white adults,
respectively—and at far higher levels in some states

Of the 277,000 people imprisoned nationwide for a drug offense, over half (56%) are

African American or Latino

Nearly half (48%) of the 206,000 people serving life and “virtual life” prison sentences are
African American and another 15% are Latino.
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