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The League of Women Voters of Virginia formed over 100 years ago out
of the fight to win women the right to vote. Our intervening years have
been spent on educating voters and expanding voting rights.
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Virginia has not always supported legislation encouraging access to the
ballot—in fact, just the opposite. In 1876, the General Assembly sought to
restrict the voting rights of newly enfranchised, former slaves by passing
an amendment to create a poll tax and inserted a clause relating to the
“chicken thief” in order to strip voting rights from men convicted of minor
crimes. In 1882, the readjuster movement stripped the poll tax but left
the petty crime penalty.
During the Jim Crow era, the Virginia legislature reinstated the poll tax,
established literacy tests and more as they continued to refine and
enhance a system with racism baked in. Virginia was so successful
suppressing Black voters, that our Commonwealth was placed under preclearance with passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act (VRA).
The impact of the VRA was impressive but still failed to address a system
designed to disenfranchise Black voters. Virginia created a school to
prison pipeline where Black students were targeted for discipline at a
higher rate than White students. Our prisons are filled with Black men
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“The League of Women Voters of Virginia, a nonpartisan political organization, encourages informed and
active participation in government, works to increase understanding of major public policy issues, and
influences public policy through education and advocacy.”

who are more likely to serve time for drug charges than their white counterparts. You have
recognized this injustice and are publically supporting the legalization of cannabis. This is good
and important but does not address those whose voting rights were stripped when they were
convicted. We know the criminal justice system is unfair when we look at the disproportionate
number of Black people locked up in our prisons.
Many who are serving prison time were convicted in their youth and never had the opportunity
to vote. They never had the chance to develop the habit of voting and they never got to
exercise the power of their vote. This disproportionately affects Black communities in countless
ways.
When women in Virginia fought for the right to vote, the General Assembly wanted to restrict
our power as well. Even though the 19th Amendment was passed in 1920, Virginia didn’t ratify it
until 1952. Women knew that without the power of the vote, they had no say in those who
governed them or made the laws that affected them. We believe in a representative
democracy. Virginians have enjoyed the progress that comes when its government is
representational. I was your honored guest last February when we celebrated passage of the
Equal Rights Amendment and I remarked to you then that we can see what happens when
women are elected. True representation means everyone has a voice in the laws that are
passed—and legislation that has been blocked year, after year, after year can finally pass.
SJ272 protects the precious right to vote--a right that should never be taken away. A right that
will not be taken away if we want to address systemic racism and truly create a Virginia that is
representative of all-- where everyone is given the power of the vote and where voices are not
silenced just because they belong to those with less power or Black skin.
Sincerely,
Deb Wake,
President, League of Women Voters of Virginia

