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His Excellency Ban Ki Moon 

Secretary General of the United Nations 

United Nations Headquarters 

New York, NY 10017 

 

Letter to the United Nations on Voter Disenfranchisement and 

Second-Tier Citizenship in America 

Your Excellency, 

The United Nations defines “citizen” as a national with voting and 

passport rights, and the status of having the right to participate in 

and to be represented in politics.1 In America, however, nearly 6 

million people are barred from voting due to a criminal conviction.2 

In the world’s flagship democracy, a second-tier citizenship exists 

among approximately 65 million Americans with criminal records;3 

impacting housing, employment, educational opportunities and 

more.    

 

The Formerly Incarcerated & Convicted People’s Movement (FICPM) 

is a coalition of organizations and individuals who are impacted by 

repressive criminal justice policies.4 Attorney General Eric Holder 
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 The FICPM National Platform consists of fourteen planks, including “II.  

We demand the right to full democratic participation, inside and outside of 

prisons and jails. We demand the right to vote while we are incarcerated 

and after our release, regardless of probation or parole. The 

disenfranchisement of people in prison, and people with conviction 

histories, strips rightful political power from communities of color.  We 

should not be subject to having our rights taken because we simply move 

from one state to another. For purposes of political representation and the 

Census, incarcerated people should be counted in the communities where 
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recently recommended that some laws not be enforced due to the 

level of community devastation.5 FICPM provides the social engine 

for many criminal justice policy reforms that prioritize healthy 

communities and equal opportunities. 

 

The historical suppression of American minority groups is well 

known. The current methods of revoking citizenship can be 

understood by recognizing that the War on Drugs, and massive 

prison expansion, was launched in the wake of the Voting Rights Act 

of 1965, during an era of suppressing political dissent.6  The penal 

system has been manufactured into a tool for oppressing minority 

groups amidst a false equality. The war on Americans known as the 

“War on Drugs” has been waged in a racially discriminatory manner, 

resulting in racially discriminatory effects.  Large segments of Black 

and Latino America have been relegated to an intergenerational 

underclass, lacking in economic power and deprived of voting rights. 

 

If America cannot stop the wheels of incarceration, it can at least 

embrace its commitment to democracy among the community of 

nations.  Many countries, including a number of European 

democracies, Israel, Canada, and South Africa, allow all criminal 

offenders (including people in prison) to vote.  Inside the U.S., two 
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states allow voting rights to all people (including those in prison), 

yet four states have a virtual voting death penalty.7 The U.S. has 

created “stateless persons” within its borders, denied of passport 

privileges, and Internally Displaced Persons who are deprived of 

rights to live among their families.   

 

We recognize the role played by our nation.  We, as its citizens and 

residents, work to improve both internal policies and external 

diplomacy. If a country other than America were engaged in such 

practices, it would likely face shaming, condemnation, and perhaps 

economic sanctions or political exclusion. We call upon the United 

Nations and its member states to raise a collective voice, reminding 

the United States of their international commitment to equal 

justice, democracy, and rights of minority groups. 

 

In the words of T.H. Marshall, citizenship is "a status bestowed on 

those who are full members of a community. All who possess the 

status are equal with respect to the rights and duties with which the 

status is endowed."8 We do not ask for our citizenship to be a 

privilege that is conditionally restored; instead we demand that 

American citizenship be an inalienable right.  

 

Respectfully, 

 

 

Susan Burton, National Chair 

Formerly Incarcerated & Convicted People’s Movement 
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