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Why Political Competence Cannot Justify Voter Exclusion

Proposals to require U.S. citizens to pass a citizenship test before voting assume that civic
competence is reducible to what can be tested and verified. Yet democracy depends on forms of
judgment—formed through participation, not prior to it—that no exam can fully measure.
Because the American constitutional tradition treats the franchise as an expression of equal civic
standing rather than demonstrated competence, conditioning the vote on a citizenship test
mistakes the basis of democratic legitimacy.

The Conceptual Flaw

If political knowledge improves decision quality, it does not follow that those lacking
such knowledge may be justly excluded from political participation. This inference assumes that
political authority is earned through epistemic merit. The difficulty is not that competence is
irrelevant to politics, but that it cannot justify political inequality, and it is not sufficient for
coercive exclusion.

A natural objection follows from this point. If the goal of governance is to preserve the
stability and moral integrity of the political community, then political participation might
reasonably be expected to correlate with civic knowledge and responsibility. On this view,
restricting participation to those who demonstrate civic competence could appear justified as
protection against demagoguery and poor decision-making. However, this justification conflicts
with the democratic principle that legitimacy rests on equal standing in the act of consent.
Because political decisions impose binding obligations on all citizens, those subject to them must
stand as equals in authorizing them, with exclusions limited to criteria of political membership.
Participation is therefore not a privilege earned through qualification but a right grounded in
equal membership in the political community. Once participation becomes conditional on
demonstrated competence, political equality is no longer presupposed but distributed after the
fact.

A mandatory citizenship test would therefore risk concentrating political influence
within a narrower, more “qualified” electorate, producing a divided political community in
which competence becomes a boundary marker for legitimacy. In such a system, appeals to
expertise, status, and exclusion would increasingly determine who is recognized as politically
authoritative—and, by extension, who holds power.

Even on practical grounds, this model is unstable. It assumes that more knowledgeable
voters reliably produce better political outcomes, but this treats elections as simple translations of
information into policy. ' Electoral outcomes are shaped by how political actors strategically

! Better political outcomes refer to policies that more effectively serve public interests, such as improved governance,
stability, and public welfare.



respond to voter expectations. Because politicians respond to electoral incentives rather than
voter knowledge itself, requiring citizens to pass a citizenship test before voting would not
reliably improve governance and may instead encourage polarization or manipulation.

Historical Evidence

Any system that conditions political rights on evaluative criteria empowers those who
define and administer those criteria. In Apology of Socrates, the Athenians condemn Socrates by
claiming the authority to determine what counts as virtue and harmful civic influence. ? In doing
so, they assume that such concepts can be defined with enough clarity and precision to justify
exclusion or punishment. Socrates’ challenge is that these concepts are contested, unstable, and
not reducible to fixed standards. If that is true, then no group—whether majority or elite—can
reliably translate them into enforceable criteria. A competency test for voting rests on the same
assumption and is therefore vulnerable to the same error. When the power to define civic virtue
is institutionalized, it predictably becomes a mechanism of control rather than truth.

In the past, literacy and “civics” tests have repeatedly functioned as tools of exclusion,
particularly against marginalized groups, even when framed as neutral. Under Jim Crow laws,
literacy tests were applied to prevent Black citizens from voting, often failing them regardless of
actual literacy while exempting White citizens through grandfather clauses.

Recognizing this danger, the Supreme Court subjected voting restrictions to the most
exacting constitutional review, and Congress responded with the Voting Rights Act of 1965,
which was upheld in South Carolina v. Katzenbach (1966). * Subsequent cases, such as Harper v.
Virginia Board of Elections (1966) and Kramer v. Union Free School District (1969), further
established that restrictions on the franchise are subject to strict scrutiny, and that voting
restrictions must be narrowly tailored to serve a compelling state interest. * A modern civics
competency requirement would similarly constitute an exclusion of otherwise qualified citizens
and would require the state to demonstrate a compelling interest and narrow tailoring.

The Alternative

It is well established that educational and socioeconomic disparities lead to low-
income citizens, people of color, and other individuals often having less access to high-
quality schooling and resources. As a result, standardized civics or literacy tests
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disproportionately challenge these groups, making it difficult for them to pass regardless
of their interest or ability to participate. This both reduces their voice in elections and
reinforces cycles of political marginalization. Rather than restricting participation, the
more appropriate response is to improve the informational conditions under which
decisions are made.

Effective protections against misinformation should target media influence, fact-
checking, and transparency in governance. Additionally, voter competence does not require
encyclopedic civic knowledge: it requires the ability to make interest-consistent choices within
an information environment. Within such an environment, voters can rely on heuristics,
endorsements, or party cues to guide their choices.

Education certainly improves decision quality, but it does not give greater moral or
political authority to any individual—at least not in a democracy. Education is, additionally, a
state obligation. If voters lack knowledge, the democratic response is increased accessibility of
information through broader access to civic education and reliable public information.



