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The history of suffrage in the United States is a testament to the nation’s ongoing struggle for
democracy, equality, and inclusive participation in the political process. Among the many pivotal
moments in this journey, the last major expansion of suffrage—most notably the Voting Rights Act of
1965—marked a significant turning point. This expansion was characterized by the adoption of the
criterion of eliminating racial and discriminatory barriers that prevented marginalized groups,
particularly African Americans, from exercising their right to vote. Understanding this crucial
development requires examining the historical context, the legal and legislative measures involved,
and the profound societal impacts that ensued.

Historical Context Leading Up to the Last Major
Expansion of Suffrage

The Legacy of Disenfranchisement

For centuries, various tactics were used to disenfranchise African Americans, women, Native
Americans, and other marginalized groups. Post-Reconstruction, Southern states implemented Jim
Crow laws, literacy tests, poll taxes, and intimidation tactics to suppress Black voters. Despite the
15th Amendment (1870), which prohibited denying voting rights based on race, these measures
effectively kept many African Americans from voting for decades. Women, meanwhile, fought a
separate battle for suffrage, culminating in the 19th Amendment (1920).

The Civil Rights Movement and the Push for Voting Rights

The mid-20th century Civil Rights Movement intensified efforts to combat racial discrimination and
secure voting rights for all citizens. Landmark events like the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the
Birmingham Campaign, and the March on Washington galvanized national attention. Activists and
organizations like the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) played
pivotal roles in challenging discriminatory voting practices.

The Criterion of Eliminating Racial Discrimination in
Voting Laws

The Legal Foundations: From the 15th Amendment to the



Voting Rights Act

The 15th Amendment (1870) was intended to grant African Americans the right to vote, but in
practice, many states circumvented it through discriminatory laws. Recognizing these ongoing
barriers, Congress sought to establish stronger protections, leading to the passage of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965. The core criterion for this legislation was the elimination of racial discrimination
and practices that hindered voters’ access based on race or color.

The Role of Federal Oversight and Preclearance

A key component of the 1965 Act was the provision for federal oversight—specifically, the
preclearance requirement. Certain states and jurisdictions with a history of discriminatory practices
had to obtain federal approval before changing voting laws or procedures, ensuring that these
changes did not disenfranchise protected groups. This criterion aimed to proactively prevent
discriminatory measures rather than solely address them after implementation.

The Key Provisions and Impact of the Voting Rights Act
of 1965

Prohibiting Discriminatory Practices

The Act outlawed literacy tests, poll taxes, and other devices used to suppress minority voters. It also
addressed intimidation tactics and discriminatory registration practices. By removing these barriers,
millions of African Americans and other minorities gained access to the ballot box for the first time or
regained their voting rights.

Empowering Federal Authorities

The Act authorized the U.S. Attorney General and federal examiners to oversee voter registration and
elections in targeted jurisdictions. This federal oversight was vital in enforcing the criterion of
eliminating racial discrimination and ensuring compliance with the law.

Results and Societal Changes

The immediate aftermath saw a surge in Black voter registration and participation, especially in
southern states. The Act contributed to significant political shifts, including increased Black elected
officials and greater representation of minority interests. It also set a precedent for future legislation
aimed at protecting voting rights.

Subsequent Developments and Challenges



Supreme Court Decisions and the Reauthorization of the Act

Over time, the effectiveness of the Voting Rights Act faced challenges. In 2013, the Supreme Court’s
decision in Shelby County v. Holder invalidated the coverage formula used to determine which
jurisdictions required federal preclearance, weakening the Act’s enforcement mechanism. This
decision sparked debates about the ongoing relevance and the need to uphold the criterion of
eliminating racial discrimination in voting practices.

New Barriers and Continued Disenfranchisement

Despite the protections, new forms of suppression emerged, including voter ID laws, purging of voter
rolls, and restrictions on early voting. These measures have raised concerns about whether the
criterion of eliminating barriers to voting is being fully upheld. Civil rights organizations continue to
advocate for legislative and judicial actions to restore and strengthen protections.

The Significance of the Last Major Expansion of
Suffrage

Advancement of Civil Rights and Democracy

The expansion marked a critical victory in the ongoing struggle for racial equality and democratic
participation. It demonstrated that legal and legislative action could combat entrenched
discrimination and expand access to voting rights.

Setting a Precedent for Future Reforms

The emphasis on eliminating discriminatory practices established a blueprint for subsequent voting
rights legislation and judicial interpretations. It underscored the importance of federal oversight in
safeguarding minority voters’ rights.

Challenges and the Road Ahead

While the 1965 Act was a landmark victory, the ongoing challenges highlight that suffrage expansion
is a continuous process. The criterion of eliminating barriers remains central to ensuring fair and
equitable access to voting for all Americans.

Conclusion

The last major expansion of suffrage in the United States involved the criterion of eliminating racial
discrimination and barriers that hindered marginalized groups from voting. Enacted through the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, this milestone not only transformed the political landscape but also
reinforced the fundamental principle that voting rights are essential to a functioning democracy.
Despite subsequent challenges, the core idea of removing discriminatory practices continues to shape
voting rights debates and legislation today. As the nation advances, the commitment to this criterion



remains vital in ensuring that every eligible citizen can participate fully and fairly in the democratic
process.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the criterion for the last major expansion of
suffrage in the United States?

The last major expansion of suffrage involved removing racial and gender restrictions, primarily
through the 15th and 19th Amendments, which granted voting rights regardless of race and gender.

Which amendments marked the last major expansion of
voting rights in the U.S. and what criterion did they establish?

The 15th Amendment (1870) prohibited denying the right to vote based on race, and the 19th
Amendment (1920) prohibited denying the right based on sex, establishing racial and gender
inclusion as the key criteria.

How did the criterion of removing poll taxes and literacy tests
influence the last major expansion of suffrage?

The elimination of poll taxes and literacy tests, through legislation like the Voting Rights Act of 1965,
was crucial in expanding suffrage by removing barriers that disproportionately affected minorities and
the poor.

What role did the criterion of age play in the last major
expansion of voting rights in the U.S.?

The lowering of the voting age to 18 through the 26th Amendment in 1971 was a significant criterion
shift, expanding suffrage to young adults and reflecting changing societal views on age and maturity.

In what way did the criterion of citizenship influence the last
major expansion of suffrage in the U.S.?

The requirement that voters be U.S. citizens was reinforced and expanded, especially with
amendments and legislation ensuring that only citizens could vote, thereby narrowing the scope of
who could participate in elections.

Additional Resources

Suffrage Expansion



Introduction: The Evolution of American Democracy

The history of the United States is deeply intertwined with the ongoing expansion and refinement of
its democratic processes. Central to this evolution is the concept of suffrage—the right to vote—which
has continually been broadened through legislative acts, constitutional amendments, and societal
shifts. Among the most significant junctures in this journey is the last major expansion of suffrage,
which fundamentally reshaped who could participate in American democracy. This expansion was
characterized by the adoption of the Criterion of Race and Gender, marking the transition from
restricted franchise to a more inclusive electorate.

Understanding this pivotal moment requires a detailed exploration of the social, political, and
constitutional factors that influenced it, as well as the specific criteria that defined the expansion. This
article provides an in-depth review of the last major suffrage expansion, examining the historical
context, key legislative milestones, and the enduring impact of this transformative period.

Historical Background: The Pre-Expansion Landscape

Before diving into the specifics of the last major suffrage expansion, it is essential to set the stage
with the pre-existing landscape:

- Early Restrictions: Initially, voting rights in the U.S. were limited primarily to white male property
owners. This exclusionary approach reflected societal hierarchies and racial prejudices of the time.

- Gradual Changes: Over the 19th century, states gradually reduced property requirements,
expanding the male franchise to include all white men, regardless of property ownership.

- Persistent Exclusions: Despite these gains, significant groups remained disenfranchised, notably
women, African Americans (especially in the South), Native Americans, and non-citizens.

- Civil War and Its Aftermath: The abolition of slavery and the civil rights movements set the stage for
further suffrage reforms, emphasizing racial equality and citizenship.

The last major expansion of suffrage was driven by these ongoing struggles for equality, culminating
in landmark constitutional amendments and legislation.

The Last Major Expansion of Suffrage: An Overview

When Did It Happen?

The last significant overhaul of voting rights in the U.S. occurred during the early 20th century,
specifically through the 19th Amendment ratified in 1920. This amendment was a watershed moment,
marking the most comprehensive expansion of suffrage based on gender and race criteria.

What Was the Criterion of This Expansion?

The core criterion that defined this expansion was the elimination of race and gender-based
restrictions, effectively opening the ballot box to:

- Women (regardless of race)
- African Americans (Black citizens), particularly in the South



- Other marginalized groups who had previously been excluded under discriminatory laws

This expansion was not merely a legislative change but a profound societal transformation, redefining
American notions of citizenship and equality.

The 19th Amendment: The Pinnacle of Gender-Based Suffrage Expansion
Background and Context

- The women'’s suffrage movement had been active since the mid-19th century, gaining momentum
through organizations like the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) and the more
radical National Woman's Party.

- The movement faced resistance rooted in traditional gender roles, racial prejudices, and political
opposition.

- World War | played a crucial role, as women'’s contributions to the war effort challenged prevailing
stereotypes about gender roles and bolstered arguments for suffrage.

The Amendment’s Provisions

- Text of the 19th Amendment:

"The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States
or by any State on account of sex."

- Key Criterion: Gender—specifically prohibiting denial of voting rights based on sex.

Significance and Impact

- Universal Female Suffrage: The amendment granted women across the nation the right to vote,
removing state-level restrictions that had previously limited women'’s suffrage.

- Legal and Cultural Shift: It marked the first time the federal constitution explicitly protected a voting
right based on gender, setting a precedent for gender equality in civic participation.

The 15th Amendment and Racial Suffrage
Background and Context

- Enacted in 1870 during Reconstruction, the 15th Amendment aimed to secure voting rights for
African American men following the abolition of slavery.

- Despite its passage, many Southern states employed discriminatory practices like poll taxes, literacy
tests, and intimidation to suppress Black voters—a phenomenon known as Jim Crow laws.

The Criterion of Race

- Text of the 15th Amendment:

"The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States
or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude."

- Key Criterion: Race—prohibiting denial of voting rights based on race or previous status as a slave.



Limitations and Challenges

While the amendment legally prohibited racial discrimination in voting, the practical barriers—such as
literacy requirements, poll taxes, and violence—continued to disenfranchise many African Americans,
especially in the South.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965: The Next Step in Racial Inclusion

Although not a constitutional amendment, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was a critical legislative
milestone that further enforced the racial criterion of suffrage.

- Key Provisions:

- Prohibited racial discrimination in voting practices.

- Required federal oversight in jurisdictions with a history of discrimination.

- Impact: Significantly increased Black voter registration and participation, helping to realize the racial
criterion of the 15th Amendment in practice.

The Last Major Expansion: A Synthesis of Race and Gender Criteria
The Intersectionality of Rights

The early 20th century’s suffrage reforms—most notably the 19th Amendment—symbolized a
significant step toward gender equality, while the 15th Amendment and subsequent legislation sought
racial inclusion. Together, these criteria represented the last comprehensive expansion of voting
rights based on fundamental aspects of identity—race and gender.

Key Features of the Criterion

1. Universal Adult Male Suffrage (Post-15th Amendment):

- Extended voting rights to all male citizens, regardless of race.

- Marked the end of explicit race-based restrictions, though practical barriers persisted.

2. Women'’s Suffrage (19th Amendment):

- Removed gender restrictions, allowing women to vote nationwide.

3. Equal Protection Under Law:

- The constitutional basis for expanding suffrage based on race and gender, emphasizing equal rights
and protections.

The Effect of the Criterion

- Legal Equality: The amendments symbolized a commitment to non-discrimination in voting rights.
- Societal Change: These legal changes catalyzed societal debates and shifts toward broader
inclusion.

- Persistent Challenges: Despite legal provisions, systemic barriers and discriminatory practices
continued, necessitating further legislative actions.



Broader Implications of the Criterion
Civil Rights and Social Movements

- The expansion based on race and gender fueled civil rights movements, demanding enforcement of
the constitutional provisions.

- It prompted activism, litigation, and policy reforms aimed at closing the gap between law and
practice.

Ongoing Debates

- The criterion set during this period laid the groundwork for ongoing discussions about voting rights,
including issues like voter ID laws, felony disenfranchisement, and suffrage for marginalized groups
such as Native Americans and non-citizens.

The Legacy

- The last major expansion of suffrage, grounded in the criterion of eliminating racial and gender-
based restrictions, remains a foundational moment in U.S. democratic development.

- It exemplifies the nation’s ongoing struggle to realize the constitutional promise of equality and the
universal right to vote.

Conclusion: Reflection on the Criterion of Suffrage Expansion

The last major expansion of suffrage in the United States was fundamentally characterized by the
Criterion of Race and Gender, representing a monumental shift toward an inclusive democracy.
Through the ratification of the 19th Amendment and the enforcement of the 15th Amendment, the
nation took concrete steps to ensure that voting rights were not denied on the basis of immutable
characteristics.

While these legal advancements marked significant progress, they also highlighted the complexities
of translating constitutional ideals into lived reality. Discriminatory practices persisted well into the
20th century, prompting further legislative and societal efforts to uphold the principle of equal
suffrage.

In sum, this expansion was not merely a legislative milestone but a profound societal
redefinition—one that continues to influence American democracy today. It underscores the
importance of constitutional criteria rooted in equality and the ongoing necessity of vigilance to
protect and expand the right to vote for all citizens.
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