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Point of View

At the Core of Our Democracy: 
A Fragile Voting System
Lee Hamilton

Weak Points
Yet as the November elections approach, 
the systems by which they’re run seem 
more beleaguered and fragile than ever. 
Recently, the Pew Center on the States 
found that about 51 million eligible 
citizens aren’t registered at all, and 
roughly one in eight voter registrations 
in the U.S.—that’s 24 million—are either 
no longer valid or are inaccurate.1

Voter rolls are riddled with errors. 
Some voters are registered to vote in two 
or even three states simultaneously, and 
voters are unable to cast their ballots 
because of some unresolved—and 
usually unwitting—problem with their 
registration.

Since 2011 began, 16 states have 
passed new laws that for the most part 
have made voting more difficult. Some 
now require government-issued photo 
ID’s; some have restricted early voting; 
others have placed hurdles in the way 
of registering to vote. The results will 
make it harder to vote this year for some 
5 million Americans, according to the 
Brennan Center for Justice at NYU Law 
School.2

How Big a Problem is Fraud?
The disagreements over our election laws 

are genuine and long-standing. Some 
officials want these new restrictions on 
voting to prevent fraud. Others counter 
that fraud rarely happens and argue that 
new restrictions are making it harder 
for the young and minorities to vote. 
Some believe that higher voter turnout 
is undesirable; others that government 
ought to do everything it can to boost 
turnout.

Voter fraud is no joke. The integrity 
of the ballot is critical to the legitimacy 
of democracy. But while there is 
disagreement over the extent of fraud, 
two things about it seem to be clear: yes, 
it occurs; and no, there’s no epidemic of 
it. Treating fraud seriously and giving 
legitimate voters access to the ballot are 
equally important.

Photo ID
Much of the debate today on election 
laws centers on whether voters should 
be required to show photo identification 
at the polls. The March/April 2012 
issue of Social Education published a 
pro-con forum on that topic.3

For most voters, producing a driver’s 
license is no big deal, but roughly one in 
ten Americans don’t have identification 

—they don’t drive or travel by plane and 

don’t have a passport, but they’re still 
citizens who are qualified to vote. Can 
we ensure that those who vote really are 
entitled to do so, while at the same time 
making it as convenient as possible for 
all who are entitled to cast their ballots?

Many officials who favor a photo ID 
pay scant attention to making identifica-
tion easily available. It needs to be free 
of charge and readily obtainable for ev-
eryone who’s eligible. States that impose 
photo IDs need to take the next step of 
reaching out to voters through more of-
fices, including mobile offices, and oth-
er affirmative efforts. This would help 
assuage the concerns of minority groups 
that voter ID laws are aimed at block-
ing them from voting. Some civil rights 
leaders believe that after a few election 
cycles, voter IDs might actually boost 
minority participation because they’ll 
give voters confidence that they won’t 
be challenged.

Requiring voters to identify them-
selves with a photo ID is a safeguard 
that helps build confidence in the 
system. But it has to be accompanied by 
an aggressive effort to reach qualified 
voters.

Recent Developments
This summer, the courts and the U.S. 
Department of Justice stepped in 
to protect the integrity of the voting 
process against “cynical efforts at voter 
suppression” in Florida.4 They halted 
a sweeping purge of the voter rolls 
that the Florida Department of State 
undertook under the guise of removing 
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You would think that after more than two centuries of practice, we’d know all about 
running efficient and accurate elections. Voting, after all, is the great shared ritual of 
democracy. Elections make real the consent of the governed and provide legitimacy 
to our government. Registering to vote should be convenient and voting itself should 
be efficient and pleasant, with machines operating properly, registration lists accurate 
and current, fraud minimized, and disputes handled fairly. Citizens should see their 
votes as both a right and a privilege and be proud they are citizens in a democracy.
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non-U.S. citizens from the rolls. Errors 
in that effort to purge would have 
washed many legitimate voters off the 
rolls. A federal court also struck down 
provisions of a state law that put heavy 
burdens on organizations seeking to 
help voters. The League of Women 
Voters, for example, will once again be 
able to register new voters in Florida. 
But in other states more than a dozen 
dubious laws are still on the books, and 
core challenges to the system remain. 
 
Strengthening the System
Improving elections will be neither easy 
nor inexpensive. States need to make 
elections administration a top priority--
updating systems and eliminating errors, 
doing more to register citizens, making 
voting convenient, and promoting 
information on registration and the 
voting process.

Surely it’s worth it. The legitimacy 
of our system of voting is strengthened 
by increased access for citizens and 
their confidence that votes are counted 
accurately and securely. Elections are 
contests over power. Ensuring that 
Americans have no reason to doubt the 
results is vital to our system’s health. 
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  An International Social Studies Conference 
to be held in Fez, Morocco, in June of 
2013 is being planned by NCSS in part-
nership with the Moroccan Center for 
Civic Education. The conference will focus 
on the theme of “Education for 
Democracy and the Arab World.” Call for 
proposals opens July 1, 2012.

Plan to join educators from around the 
world to explore issues related to democ-
racy and global citizenship. The main con-
ference will run from June 26–29, 2013, 
in Fez and will feature speakers from the 
Middle East, expert panels, breakout ses-
sions, tours of world heritage sites, school 
visits, cultural activities, and networking 

opportunities. The conference is limited to 300 attendees, so register early.   
Registration opens August 15, 2012. 

Visit www.socialstudies.org/conferences. 

Become a friend on the NCSS Facebook page and catch the newest 

announcements as they are posted. 
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