
The Issue of Extending Suffrage 

Suffrage, sometimes referred to as political franchise, is the right of a citizen to vote in any 

and all elections that take place within a state. It is granted to qualifying citizens when they 

have reached the minimum voting age, which tends to be between 16 and 21. However 

what constitutes a qualifying citizen is at the discretion of each state’s government. Ever 

since the development of democracies across the world, there have been movements to 

extend voting rights and remove any restrictions to voting on the basis of gender, race, 

social status, education level, or wealth – an idea known as universal suffrage. While 

movements towards universal suffrage, such as the Women’s Suffrage Movement, have 

undeniably been successful in a number of member states, the right to vote is still not 

widespread. In this way, the term universal suffrage can be misleading as distinctions are 

often still made in regard to things such as citizenship, age and sometimes criminal 

convictions.  

Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, states that “Everyone has the right 

to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen 

representatives.”, and that “The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of 

government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by 

universal and equal suffrage...” The United Nations Electoral Assistance report, published in 

August 2019, further outlines the UN’s position in promoting the democratisation of 

member states. It affirms that “member states are urged to consider ways to increase the 

participation of youth in decision-making and in electoral processes” without specifying 

which age it considers suitable for such decisions to be made. It also acknowledges the 

obstacles and discrimination faced by women, people with disabilities, and on the basis of 

sexual orientation that prevent such people from “fully and equally participating in electoral 

processes” despite legally possessing the right to vote.  

One movement to extend suffrage is by lowering voting ages and it has been advancing in 

many states since the start of the 21st century. By the end of the 20th century, 18 had 

become the most common voting age however some states have further lowered it to 16 

and, for some, it remains at 25. Examples of member states with a national minimum age of 

17 include Greece, the DPRK, and South Sudan while it is 16 in Cuba, Scotland and the Isle of 

Man, Jersey and Guernsey (three self-governing British Crown Dependencies). In countries 

where 16- and 17-year-olds can already vote, their turnout at elections is often remarkably 

higher than any other age category and there is a considerable argument that involving 

young people in politics encourages them to become politically educated. There is also the 

argument that, in many countries, 16-year-olds are able to get married, consent to sexual 

activity and even pay taxes so why should they not be able to vote, too? Those opposed to 

lowering the voting age might argue that the majority of young people would not have yet 

been educated enough about their specific political systems and the importance of their 

vote until much older than 16. 

Another ongoing movement is that of the right to vote for prisoners, or those who have 

ever been convicted of a crime. The exclusion from voting due to conviction of a criminal 

offense tends to be restricted to crimes of a certain severity, for example crimes of 



incarceration for a year or more, or crimes which incur a fine over a certain threshold. In 

some states, removal of the right is permanent upon conviction, whereas in others, it can be 

restored after a person has served a sentence, completed parole, or paid a fine. Apart from 

states such as the UK, the US and Mexico, most modern democracies allow convicted 

criminals the same voting rights as other citizens. Arguments for allowing all convicted 

people to vote include the fact that it would encourage them to engage with social issues 

rather than reinforcing their exclusion from society, which is often of the main cause of 

crimes in the first place. However, those who oppose it would say that criminals have shown 

that they cannot make good decisions and so have given up their right to participate in the 

political decision-making process. 

In general, arguments for extending suffrage often revolve around the importance of the 

right to vote being equal and widespread in order to uphold a democracy.  A democracy is, 

after all, government by the people, so it is only logical that every citizen who lives in a state 

should have the right to play a part in choosing how it is governed. Therefore, the problem 

comes back to how we can define a citizen. Must you have finished your education? Must 

you be old enough to pay taxes? Must you have never committed a crime? The laws 

regarding voting rights have changed drastically since the emergence of the first modern 

democracies, when the right was restricted to those with property and wealth, and they are 

likely to continue to do so. As societies have developed and states have advanced in order 

to become more democratic, the number of people who have been allowed to vote has 

increased. But we must now decide where that should end and weigh up the impacts that 

extending suffrage even further would have on our world. 

Points to consider: 

• Should the United Nations recommend a universal minimum voting age? If so, what 

should it be? 

• Can any measures be taken to ensure that young people are better politically educated, 

and would this justify lowering the current most common voting age of 18? 

• Is preventing prisoners from voting infringing on their human rights or can it be 

justified? 

• Should those who are convicted of a crime be banned from voting for the rest of their 

lives or can the right be returned to them? If so, when? 

• Are any restrictions on the right to vote necessary in order to ensure a reliable outcome 

in elections?  

• Should voting in elections be viewed as a right, or a privilege? 

Useful websites: 

• sg-electoral_assistance_report_final_20191114_e.pdf (un.org) 

• Bernie Sanders Sparks 2020 Debate On Prisoners' Voting Rights : NPR 

• Voting Age - Politics.co.uk 

• What Voting Rights Look Like in 6 Countries Around the World (globalcitizen.org) 

https://dppa.un.org/sites/default/files/sg-electoral_assistance_report_final_20191114_e.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2019/05/09/720751326/debate-over-voting-rights-for-prisoners-divides-2020-candidates
https://www.politics.co.uk/reference/voting-age/?cmpredirect
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/voting-rights-around-the-world/

