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Voting is perhaps the simplest way for the average citizen to become involved in politics; be it local, state, or even federal levels of government. However, far too many people overlook their right to vote, choosing to forego their constitutional responsibility to participate in or change their government for whatever reason. An idea that was constantly stressed in Mr. Harrington’s AP US History class was that, essentially, you do not matter in this country if you do not vote. As harsh as that may seem, it is completely true, and it is unfortunate that people do not take that as seriously as they used to. The articles and amendments that make up the United States Constitution establish not only a right to participate in elections, but it also hands down an important responsibility to all eligible American citizens. In addition, our heritage and historical background speaks to the power of citizens with a say in how their government operates. When someone does not participate in an election, their individual voice is not heard. Individual is the key word here, an aspect which deters many people from voting because they feel one vote is not going to change anything. But when that mentality is shared by many citizens, government is controlled more by the politicians and than by the people.  

Rights given to us by the United States Constitution provide us with the freedoms we seek in our everyday lives. However, to preserve those rights, one must take up the responsibilities these liberties come with, and those duties extend beyond the right to vote. Thomas Jefferson once said on the matter, “…keep alive their [the citizens] attention. If once they become inattentive to the public affairs, you and I, and Congress and Assemblies, judges and governors, shall all become wolves.”
 When a general apathy exists among a group of people when it comes to government actions, their rights may begin to deteriorate. Inversely, a population that participates in its government would more than likely enjoy a system that meets the general wants and desire of the people. The primary and most important method to participate in government is to use the given right to vote on governmental issues. It is important, however, to use that right responsibly which includes researching certain candidates and issues on an upcoming ballot before going out and voting. The concept Jefferson was speaking to was that, in order to keep our rights, to keep our freedoms the way the people enjoy, we must be keen to the actions of our government. This is not just at the Federal level, but at the State level as well as the most basic of local level governments. 

Unfortunately, the right to vote in the United States has not always been extended to all people living in America since its inception. The Constitution states that “The Citizens of each state shall be entitled to all Privileges and Immunities of Citizens in the several states.”
 These “Privileges” include the right to vote, among many other things. However, when this Article of the Constitution was written, a “Citizen” was generally described as a white, land-owning male. If someone did not fit that description, they typically were not allowed to participate in formal government actions such as voting or holding a public office. It was not until later, with the addition of several Amendments, that voting rights were extended to all people as the definition of a American citizen continued to expand as the country grew older. One of the first real steps to extend this powerful right to more people is seen in the Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1870. This Amendment ensured the right of citizens to vote would not be “denied or abridged…on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”
 There was still a long way to go before the right was extended to all people over eighteen, an aspect we currently enjoy. The Nineteenth Amendment (1920), for example, was important in that in allowed women the right to participate in their government with the most basic method available. It is important to consider that these groups that were previously exclude fought hard and debated to the point of exhaustion in order to receive these rights. The leaders behind these early civil movements saw the importance in being able to vote in the country they inhabited. They felt that they did not matter in the operations of government, and the only time minorities really did affect government prior to receiving voting rights was when they were counted for representative purposes. Thus, it is our responsibility, all these generations later, to uphold these politicians rights simply because history shows us that a person did not, essentially, matter in the thoughts of simply because they did not fit some ethnic or gender description. 
 The creators of the Original Constitution, the “Founding Fathers” as they are commonly referred to, wanted to create a government that derives its power from its citizens and not from a ruling class, or some all-powerful group of people. One of the main concepts that was considered upon the drafting of the Constitution was to create a system where the common citizen delegates power to their government, choosing how powerful government can or can not be.
 In addition, if the people feel that some aspect of government is being abused or simply does not work, it was thought that they should have the absolute right to change what is deemed faulty though some sort of vote. This principal is the core of what makes the United States system of government work so well. The Constitution opens with “We the People of the United States”
 for a reason. Ours is a government that receives its power from the people, and thus, that power can be taken away from a single politician or political group should the people so choose to do so. Although this concept seems to have deteriorated since its inception, the power of voting is still a powerful tool that is given to the United States citizens by rights defined in the Constitution. In turn, it becomes our responsibility to use that right as it was intended to be used by the Framers of the Constitution. 

The right to chose and select a favorite politician or cast a decision on a local issue is perhaps the most important right American citizens have. Public opinion is what drives the United States government. If politicians were left to their own accord, only those select few public officials would do their job for themselves or their personal supporters, it is basic human nature to look out for oneself. Unfortunately this attitude is starting to surface within the American government in the form of corruption and general lack of public officials who appear to be in their elected positions because they want to truly benefit the American public. However, low voter turn out and overall apathy does not change what people feel is wrong with their government. Government derives its power from the citizens of the United States, and in affect, American rights and freedoms are guaranteed by the people who understand the importance of the right to vote. In order to continue to enjoy the rights given to the people, it is our responsibility to ensure that the government is constructed around what the country as a whole feels is right in ensuring the that the heritage of our nation is upheld. 
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