
Paul Robinson is an American living in Boston.  He is a war veteran, a father, and a citizen of the United States.  Being a citizen of the United States, there are certain rights that we would expect Mr. Robinson to have, namely the right to vote (Rao).  Instead, because of an offense Paul Robinson committed almost two decades ago of which he has fully repaid his societal debt, he is on the outside looking in come the first Tuesday of each November.  Mr. Robinson joins the over five million American citizens whose voting rights have been taken away due to past criminal offenses (“About”).  This is a man who taught General Educational Development courses while imprisoned (Robinson).  Paul Robinson is not a criminal; he is a man who made a mistake.  But because of the restrictions in his home state, Paul Robinson will most likely not have the chance to enter a voting booth ever again.  

  The policies regarding ex-felon voting rights differ across the country.  While some states have begun to reinstate the voting rights of ex-felony offenders, other states permanently deny the right to vote to this group, and many states have a re-enfranchisement system that is so burdensome few people have the time of the resources to complete it (“Felony”).  The Congress of the United States should establish a feasible federal standard for the re-enfranchisement of voting rights to ex-felony offenders.  First, I will go into detail about the significance of the problem in the United States today.  Next, I will explain the reasons behind the inherent problems that keep ex-felons from obtaining voting rights.  Thirdly, I will clarify more specifically the particular provisions of the policy.  Finally, I will show how the plan will work and how it will benefit the United States and its citizens.

 Paul Robinson is not the exception to the standard.  Ex-felons across the country are being denied by states their right to vote.  The problem is one that is both quantitatively and qualitatively significant.  About 5.3 million Americans who are former felony offenders are left without voting rights.  This means that approximately one out of every forty adults living in the United States cannot vote (Felony).  In Florida in 2000, there were about 600,000 ex-felons of voting age, all of whom were unable to vote in the presidential election that year.  The court declared George Bush the winner, while the recount showed him holding a slim 537 vote lead (Jackson).  If those 600,000 votes are not significant, then I do not know what is.  
Not only are a great number of people affected by the bans on ex-felon voting, but the bans themselves should pose questions to our beliefs as Americans.  The right to vote for citizens of the United States is a value that is held near the core of our belief system.  In addition, the idea of “a second chance” is one that many Americans not only believe in but may have benefited from (“About”).  By permanently banning millions of Americans from regaining their voting rights, states are denying them their second chance to become a complete member of society again, even after the completion of probation or their acceptance by their communities.  In the words of Paul Robinson, “For the previously incarcerated, it is about making the walk back into society” (Robinson).

The issue of ex-felon voting rights is an extremely significant racial problem as well.  Of the 5.3 million disenfranchised citizens, 1.4 million of these are African American men.  Over thirteen percent of adult African American males in the United States are not allowed to vote (Giboney).  Former Confederate states such as Florida, Virginia, Kentucky, and Alabama that continue to prevent ex-felons from regaining voting rights are criticized on the basis that they use disenfranchisement as a means to keep African Americans out of the polls since the declaration of poll taxes and grandfather clauses as unconstitutional (Mauer).  In these states as many as forty percent of African American men are denied the right to vote (Felony).  It is clear after looking at the number of people affected by voting bans, the American values that come into question, and the racial issues raised by voting bans that the problem of ex-felon disenfranchisement is significant both in quantitative and qualitative terms.

The problem of re-enfranchising the voting rights of ex-felons remains an inherent one for many reasons.  A major obstacle lies in the attitudes of Americans about felony offenders.  Many people think, “Why should those who break the laws be allowed to vote for the people that make the laws?”  Ex-felons are seen as incapable of making decision or they are seen as “damaged” in some way (“Felony”).  These negative attitudes are heard by legislators and other government officials who want to keep their jobs.  However, it is the opinions of ex-felons that are incredibly valuable as a majority of the population does not know or care how the criminal justice system works (Robinson).  

Structural inherency also contributes to the problem.  Polling and elections are handled by each state individually.  Some states’ ex-felon voting right policies are already where they should be.  That is, they have a fair system for reinstating voting rights to felons after the completion of the proper punishments.  However, because of the fact that any state can withhold voting rights basically however they please based on criminal records, the problem remains a problem.  Because states are allowed to make their own judgments about ex-felon voting rights, ex-offenders in many states are without their right to vote (Felony).


As you can see, the issue of ex-felon disenfranchisement raises significant problems, and there reasons the issue remains an inherent problem.  The solution lies in creating a new standard that can solve the problems by destroying the barricades that currently prevent a solution.  The Congress of the United States should establish a feasible federal standard for the re-enfranchisement of voting rights to ex-felony offenders.  Amendments have been passed setting national standards that voting rights cannot be restricted based on the factors or race, gender, and age (of eighteen and over).  A new national standard that limits restrictions of voting rights for ex-felons would be more fair and make more sense than the current state-by-state judgments.

Making a national standard is not the only thing that is important to the policy at hand.  The policy must also provide a reasonable system for ex-felons to regain their voting rights.  A good example of a system that is in current use is from the state of Nevada.  The law in Nevada automatically reinstates the voting rights of all ex-felons upon completion of jail time and probation based on the condition that it was the offender’s first conviction and the felony was a nonviolent crime (Nevada).  If the subject has been held for multiple felonies or was convicted of a violent offense (which includes drug offenses), he must petition the government in order to regain the right to vote (Nevada).

I believe this method is fair and a reasonable way to approach the problem of ex-felon voting rights.  While the most serious of criminals remain incarcerated without the right to vote, more minor offenders are given a “second chance”.  This law takes into account the type of crime, and upon petition it takes into account personal characteristics of the offender.  In some states, no matter what the felony, the offender is banned for life from voting even after the completion of the sentence, parole, and/or probation (Felony). This is unjust considering that an offense such as breaking into a vending machine is called a felony (“Criminal”).  I am not arguing that an offense such as this should not be considered a felony, but rather that the broad sphere of offenses that fall under the category of “felony” cannot all be treated in the same fashion.  Breaking into a vending machine is most certainly wrong, but it is nowhere near the grounds of a more serious felony such as murder in the first degree.  It is this fact that leads to the need for a system of re-enfranchisement that is more narrowly tailored to take into account the specifics of a crime and the person in question.


In addition, people that have made mistakes in the past do straighten out their lives and become functioning members of society again.  People who had no money and resorted to selling drugs in an effort to support themselves and their families can prove to a social worker that it was a mistake and have since turned their lives around.  Social workers would look at how these types of people have progressed.  Factors such as employment (do they now have a steady job?) and demeanor (do they seem to become a reasonable, non-criminal person?) would be looked at by social workers who could then make a judgment on the deservedness of people who have made mistakes but have repented for them.  This way, someone like Paul Robinson could make it back into a voting booth, as a changed person.

A national policy providing for the reasonable reinstatement of ex-felon voting rights would solve the problem that millions in America face today.  A narrowly tailored system would give back voting rights to deserving people.  This would severely decrease the large number of citizens over the voting age who are now denied the right to vote.  It would silence those who claim that states make the restrictions with racist motives.  The results of elections would be more representative of what the population wants.  The policy would not entirely solve the problem entirely, as many may not take advantage of their right to vote and we cannot control the number of felonies committed by members of different races, but at least it would provide the opportunity to vote for the millions of people who both deserve and desire to vote again (Mauer).  Also, the passage of the policy would have minimal costs in order to be carried out.  There are already social workers in place that could handle the petitions of those seeking their voting rights (“Felony”).  The policy would be a relatively simple one once passed, and the benefits granted to millions of United States citizens and our system of elections as a whole is worth the possibility of an inconsequential cost of added social workers.

There are a countless number of stories that mimic that of Paul Robinson—Americans who made a mistake a long, long time ago and cannot vote for their representatives in government today.  These people admit they have made a mistake, have paid for it, and have asked for a second chance—as so many people do everyday.  Because of states’ policies regarding ex-felon voting rights, they may never get the second chance.  Voting in America is not a privilege—it is a right, and rights in the United States are meant be taken away only in the most extreme of circumstances.  A reasonable, fair, national standard for the reinstatement of voting rights to deserving ex-offenders is the most sensible thing for any American legislator.  The legislators who have the power to decide the fate of Paul Robinson’s voting rights were not chosen by him.  He can only hope his story is heard and that change will happen.  It is time that the opportunity to regain voting rights for Paul Robinson and the millions like him comes to fruition.  It is time for Congress to establish a feasible federal standard for the re-enfranchisement of voting rights to ex-felony offenders.
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