
Common Sense and Voter IDs 
“Requiring photo identification to vote is common sense. We require it to get a 
library card, cold medicine, and public assistance.” So was quoted Gov. Walker’s 
official spokesman in the Northwestern a week or so ago. And he’s right – it’s just 
common sense. 

Common sense is a good thing. Common sense tells you not to put a body part into 
a running snow blower. Common sense says don’t sell insurance to someone lacking 
common sense. Common sense is something you do not want to be without. 

But by “common sense”, we mean conclusions that we can reach without a whole lot 
of thought. After all, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that running snowmobiles 
and errant hands do not make for good outcomes. That’s why we often say it is 
“just” common sense – no deep analysis was required. 

And common sense can often be wrong. It was common sense for thousands of 
years that the sun revolves around the earth. It still is common sense that time 
always passes at the same speed. It takes the uncommon analysis of a Galileo or an 
Einstein to show us what common sense cannot. 

On the issue of voting, I prefer the uncommon sense of Thomas Jefferson, who wrote 
in June 1776 that “Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed –That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish 
it, ...”. This is one of the basic tenets of American democracy, that We the People are 
sovereign, and that government is legitimate only if the people consent to it. 

And voting is how we provide, or withhold, that consent. So unlike the nearly 
thoughtless common sense of a Scott Walker, the richly analytical Uncommon Sense 
of our founding fathers would conclude that voting is very, very different from 
applying for a library card or buying pseudoephedrine. Benjamin Franklin would have 
seen no inalienable right attached to “a library card, cold medicine, and public 
assistance.” He would have been outraged at the claim that the right to vote was in 
no way different from these. 

Certainly, given this inalienable right of popular sovereignty, the government has the 
right to remove the right of suffrage from those who have forfeited it. The Wisconsin 
constitution of 1848 listed conviction for treason, felony, or a legal finding of insanity 
as justifications for the loss of the right to vote. But these are situations of due 
process, where the state has proven that this right has been forfeited. That is very 
different from refusing this right to those who have not secured a very specific 
identification card. 

The irony is that the people who have legislatively adopted the new photo 
identification requirement love to call themselves “Conservatives”. One might think 
that a Conservative is in favor of conserving something, perhaps some traditional 
rights or moral code. Here however, they clearly favor trampling upon an inalienable 
right, merely because it is more likely to exclude voters who support a political 
perspective other than their own. Apparently, what they want to conserve is their 
own political power. 

Well, a pox on them. You and I have an inalienable right to vote, a right only a jury 
of our peers can legitimately take away from us. And any politician that becomes 
destructive of this right has forfeited any right to represent us. And that, Gov. 
Walker, is actually common sense. 


