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The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights by majority vote supports the Washington, D.C.
Admission Act 1 as consistent with our core mission of addressing “deprivations because
of color, race, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin. . . of the right of citizens of
the United States to vote and have votes counted.” 2 More than 700,000 Americans
living in Washington, D.C. are denied meaningful representation in Congress. 3 This
ongoing denial of voting rights cannot be separated from D.C.’s historic role as a
majority-Black city. 4 While D.C. has a congressional delegate in the House of
Representatives, she is denied the opportunity to vote—a point driven home when D.C.
Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton was unable to cast a vote for the Admission
Act, a bill she proposed and sponsored. 5 D.C.’s residents are required to comply with all
the obligations of citizenship, but denied full and equal representation in a country that
was founded on the revolutionary premise of “no taxation without representation.” 6
The federal government collects $27 billion per year in tax revenue from the District 7—
more than the federal income tax paid by the residents of 22 states, at the highest per
capita rate in the nation. 8 District residents have fought, suffered wounds, and died for
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our country, counting among them 38 Medal of Honor recipients. 9 And yet despite
fulfilling the obligations of U.S. citizenship, without voting representation in Congress
D.C. residents have no say in how their tax money is spent, with whom they go to war, or
who sits in judgment in their courts. 10
D.C. residents have only been able to vote for President and Vice President since 1961. 11
Historically, the enfranchised white men living in the District initially continued to vote
in their former states 12 when D.C. was incorporated in 1791. Congress disenfranchised
the District’s residents with the passage of the Organic Act of 1801. It consolidated all
power to govern D.C. in Congress to avoid state politics influencing the fledgling federal
government, 13 though Washingtonians were afforded the right to elect a mayor in
1820. 14 With the abolition of slavery 15 and the enfranchisement of Black men, 16
democratic participation in the District increased until Congress again stripped D.C. of
self-determination in 1878 by replacing the mayor with three presidential appointees, a
system that would persist until 1973. 17 Senator John Tyler Morgan, 18 along with other
members of Congress, supported D.C. disenfranchisement on racist grounds in 1878.
He stated it was necessary to strip D.C. of autonomy, to “burn down the barn to get rid
of the rats … the rats being the negro population and the barn being the government of
the District of Columbia.” 19
Today, proponents of the argument that District residents do not deserve representation
promote racist denigration of Black District residents, with, for example, a United States
Senator asking on the floor of the U.S. Senate this year: “Would you trust Mayor Bowser
to keep Washington safe if she were given the powers of a governor? Would you trust
Marion Barry?” 20 In addition to this characterization of Black DC residents as
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untrustworthy, a member of Congress this year denied even that District residents are
“real Americans.” 21
In our 2018 report on Minority Voting Rights Access, the Commission recognized that
“an understanding of the historical exclusion of people of color from American
citizenship is needed to understand the history of minority voting rights in the United
States.” 22 The protection of voting rights has been the core of the Commission’s work
since its inception. We reiterated in the 2018 report,
the Commission recommended [in February of 1965] that all
literacy tests and similar instruments be eradicated, and that
the President should establish an affirmative program to
ensure that all citizens have the ability to register and vote in
all elections. 23
Those recommendations would go on to form the factual basis for the seminal Voting
Rights Act of 1965. The current denial of representation for D.C. residents in the U.S.
capital runs exactly contrary to the core democratic principles on which our nation was
founded and the work so many have undertaken to expand voting rights to all.
The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, established by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, is the only
independent, bipartisan agency charged with advising the President and Congress on civil
rights and reporting annually on federal civil rights enforcement. Our 51 state Advisory
Committees offer a broad perspective on civil rights concerns at state and local levels. The
Commission: in our 7th decade, a continuing legacy of influence in civil rights. For
information about the Commission, please visit http://www.usccr.gov and follow us on
Twitter and Facebook.
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