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CHAPTER 7

The Reform that Never Happened: A History 
of Children’s Suffrage Restrictions

Bengt Sandin and Jonathan Josefsson

IntroductIon

In this chapter we will discuss the history of children’s voting rights in 
Sweden, or more to the point, the restrictions on voting rights for children 
below the age of 18. Internationally, Sweden stands out as a provider of 
substantial foreign aid and a defender of human rights in the international 
community, not least with regard to children and young people (Lindkvist, 
2018; Stern, 2014). Sweden was the first nation to prohibit corporal pun-
ishment in the family in 1979, and Norway was the second to institution-
alise a child ombudsperson, reforms that reflected a long-term change in 
the understanding of children’s rights (Sandin, 2018; Sandin et al., 2022). 
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Despite the striking advances in implementing children’s rights in Sweden 
in the latter part of the twentieth century, and despite the fact that propos-
als to expand children’s right to vote have continuously been filed, as we 
will demonstrate, this has so far had no effect on lowering the voting age. 
At the same time, we may note how a growing number of countries have 
lowered the voting age to 16 or 17 during the same period (Eichhorn & 
Bergh, 2021). In that light, we are curious about why the strengthening 
of children’s social and political rights in Sweden during the period after 
1974, when the voting and eligibility age was set at 18, did not also result 
in a further lowering of the voting age? Why has the lowering of the voting 
age not continued?

The history of voting rights has thus far focused on how voting barriers 
have been taken away and what the consequences have been, presenting 
normative and political philosophical arguments for lowering the voting 
age (Beckman, 2009; Eichhorn & Bergh, 2021; Sandin & Josefsson 2022; 
Katz, 1997; Przeworski, 2009). Much research suggests a linear view of 
democracy as steadily including more and more groups, “the usual story 
of progress and development based on the normative notions of today’s 
values of democracy” (Capoccia & Ziblatt, 2010). Given the Swedish 
political tradition, with a continued strengthening of children’s rights, the 
very establishment of a policy field defined as childhood politics, along 
with proposals from different actors to lower the voting age, one might 
expect a clearer joint positive stand on expanding children’s voting rights.

In this chapter we will explore historical restrictions on children’s vot-
ing rights and possible explanations why age limits to voting rights have 
not been lowered in recent decades. It is a study of how various initiatives 
and proposals thus far have not been able to find a place at the centre of 
Swedish political debates. We will seek the answers to this lack of change 
in how the age barriers on voting have been situated in relation to other 
political questions, to party-political dynamics, and to how the institu-
tional framework around children’s rights has developed (Capoccia, 2016; 
Magnusson & Ottosson, 2009; Rixen et al., 2016; Steinmo et al., 1992). 
Our argument is that the voting age has not been reduced largely because 
of institutional, policy, and political barriers to change as a part of the 
development of democratic institutions. The Swedish case can serve as an 
illustration of the complexity of the historical factors that influence changes 
in the age of voting, and the interplay between national and international 
processes.
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Background

During the early twentieth century, age played a central role in the demo-
cratic reforms that are commonly referred to as the breakthrough of uni-
versal suffrage. The democratic reforms implemented in Sweden from 
1909 to 1921 meant that political citizenship was extended to include 
women. Extensive economic barriers were also removed, although some 
remained for individuals who had committed crimes, been bankrupt or 
imprisoned, or been dependent on poor relief (Berg & Ericsson, 2021). 
Voting rights and eligibility to join the parliament were also defined in age 
terms and set at a higher age. Thus, at the same time as voting rights 
expanded, part of the population was also excluded from the electorate 
because of an increase in the voting age (Sandin & Josefsson, 2022).

The age of suffrage changed from 21 years of age to 24 in 1909 when 
men were granted universal suffrage. In 1918–1921 the voting age for 
both men and women was set at 23 for elections to the second chamber 
and increased to 27 for the first chamber. Unmarried women had previ-
ously been able to vote from the age of 21 if they paid tax and had a mini-
mum income. Voting rights were granted to all women in 1921, but the 
same year the voting age was raised from 21 to 23, which in fact meant 
that women (and men) aged 21–23 could not vote, and some also lost 
their voting rights. The background to these changes correlates with the 
social conflicts resulting from industrialisation and urbanisation. It was a 
way to enable a stable and stepwise transition to democracy acceptable to 
the governing elites. An expanding and unmarried working class in urban 
environments was clearly associated with a lack of social and economic 
stability that made these people unacceptable as members of the electorate 
to the established interests in the final compromises concerning voting 
rights in 1918–1921 (Sandin, 2022).

The raising of voting ages in Sweden during this period was unique in 
an international perspective, as many countries retained their voting age 
at, for example, 21 years or started to lower it from around a higher level 
of 25 years (Katz, 1997, pp. 218ff). The Swedish electoral system was in 
many ways more elitist than in nations like Germany, France, Norway, 
Finland, Australia, USA, Canada, New Zealand, and a number of South 
American nations (Katz, 1997; Przeworski, 2009, pp.  291–321; 
Ziblatt, 2006).

The 1930s and 1940s brought a lowering of the voting age to 21. This 
was made possible with the establishment of a political alliance between 
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the centrist Farmers’ Party and the Social Democratic party. The Social 
Democrats, now the largest but not dominant political party, battled the 
economic crises of the 1930s by making a deal with the farmers on social 
welfare reforms and the rules of the labour market with the Swedish 
Employers’ Confederation. Arguments for these changes cited the contri-
bution of the young generations to society and the fear that they might 
become attracted to the radical left or the radical right wing. In that sense, 
the youth remained both a threat and a promise, but now the emphasis 
was placed on the younger generation’s constructive contributions as 
young citizens (Sandin and Josefsson 2022).

In the discussions during the 1950s and the 1960s that resulted in a 
new constitution in 1974 and a one-chamber parliament, voting age and 
eligibility age for all levels of office-holding were lowered to the age of 18. 
Sweden thus followed a broader wave of lowering voting ages to 18 in a 
range of countries around the world during the 1970s (Katz, 1997, 
p. 218). A central aspect of the debate was the relationship between the 
age of voting and the legal age of majority that was lowered to 18 years of 
age. One could not easily be changed without the other. The legal age was 
tied to age limits such as that for marriage, signing for mortgages and 
loans for education, and so on. A change could be justified by the fact that 
the legal age was lower than the voting and eligibility age and that they 
must be the same. It could also be an argument for not lowering the vot-
ing age until one could lower the age of majority (Sandin & Josefsson 
2022, see Table  7.1). This, as we will come back to, has had obvious 
effects for the debates about voting age up until the present day.

HIstorIcIsIng suffrage reforms

In the following sections, we comment on several significant features in 
the above processes that may explain the resistance to a continued lower-
ing of the voting age after 1974. Such explanations, as indicated above, 
will be sought in institutions and political traditions that were established 
during the period after 1921. It is also a matter of public debate and party 
politics as well as changing cultural norms about children and youth 
(Eichhorn & Bergh, 2021; Sandin & Josefsson 2022; Katz, 1997).

The changing of political systems and democracy cannot be attributed 
to a single cause or a linear development. Capoccia and Ziblatt propose a 
research strategy with a historical focus as an alternative to writing the 
usual story of progress and development based on the normative notions 
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of today’s values of democracy. With that ambition they also program-
matically seek to apply the historian’s perspective with an open eye to lost 
cases and failed attempts. That is the thrust of this article. They point not 
only to the different waves of democratisation and their different charac-
teristics, multiple causations, and dependence on earlier political institu-
tions, but also to how unevenly the development of democratic institutions 
progressed (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007; Capoccia & Ziblatt, 2010). In 
addition, as Ziblatt notes, “the different elements of democracy (civil lib-
erties, responsible executives, and universal suffrage) do not always travel 
together”; indeed “one can argue that democracy emerged historically as 
an amalgam of discrete institutional reforms that at times undercut each 
other" (Ziblatt, 2006, p. 338).

An analysis consequently also must account for a contradictory process 
of change, conflicting cultures and paths, counterwaves, and interests in 
excluding groups of potential citizens (Collier, 1999; Przeworski, 2009). 
Institutions clearly categorise and influence cultural constructions through 
policy but can at the same time be challenged by bottom-up processes 
(Capoccia, 2016, pp. 9–13; Jenson, 1989). In that light, age categories 
and understandings of youth and childhood in Sweden were shaped by 
institutions and the political processes associated with the establishment of 
universal suffrage reforms that were clearly also challenged. They also fol-
lowed, and sometimes diverged from, international developments. 
Consequently, we will discuss the institutional arrangements (laws and 
regulations) around voting rights and how they were associated with other 
legal frameworks and institutions as well as the laws regarding the role of 
government organisation (government agencies) on child rights.

Institutional Barriers: Change and Dependencies

In the years after the democratic reforms of 1921, the voting age contin-
ued to be an issue of conflict that could not be resolved between left, lib-
eral, and conservative groups in the parliament. The period was marked by 
considerable political conflicts over economic and social policies. The 
practical alliance between the Liberals and the Social Democrats that made 
the reforms of 1918–1921 possible broke up over conflicts about eco-
nomic and social policies. In the 1920s, there was no political room for 
parliamentary majorities to lower the age of voting. The balance of power 
shifted several times during this period between different alliances of cen-
trist and conservative parties and the Social Democrats. All initiatives to 
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lower the voting age and restore the position the Social Democrats had 
had before the compromise in 1921 were blocked by the other parties 
(Sandin & Josefsson 2022).

Once the voting age was set at 21 years of age during the 1940s, it also 
re-established an important new institutional bond between the age of 
voting and the age of majority. That decision meant that the age of voting 
became a signifier of being a full citizen in the legal sense. Such homogeni-
sation of the age structure of voting and eligibility was set in relation to 
the overall age structure of society during the following decades. During 
the 1960s, the broader links with other aspects of the age structure of 
society could obviously also undermine the barrier to altering the age of 
voting with reference to its dependence on the age of maturity. The age of 
majority of young people was discussed in the parliament during this time 
as being less tied to the actual legal age of majority and more associated 
with the lived life of young people: signing contracts, marrying with or 
without parental consent, setting up independent households, taking gov-
ernment loans for studying without parents as sureties, learning to master 
fighter aircrafts in the defence of the nation, taking a driver’s licence, and 
so on (Sandin & Josefsson 2022).

All those changes were also part of a significant drive to create a demo-
cratic educational system open to all children from all social classes and to 
break the upper-class domination of higher studies. An important reform 
for our discussion was the introduction of government-sponsored loans 
for university studies. Students could take such loans without parents sign-
ing and without any other collateral from the age of 18, even while still 
being a minor in the legal sense and without the right to vote. The student 
loan reform supported the creation of a young generation with significant 
self-determination. It worked in the same direction for change as the age 
of marriage, and so on, to create a generation of young people that was de 
facto adult: in practice living life as adults. The reforms were not related 
directly to the need to alter the age of voting but could be, and were, 
mobilised in that cause (Sandin & Josefsson 2022). Most importantly, 
however, the process upheld a link between the voting age and the age of 
majority with the age of graduation from high school, obligatory con-
scription, and age of marriage, even if it deviated from important age lim-
its for drinking and purchasing alcohol.

Yet another factor was of central importance. The changes in age limits 
were dependent on the parliamentary process of revising the new constitu-
tion in the 1960s and 1970s. The lowering of the age for voting during 
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the 1930s and 1940s could obviously be effected without a constitutional 
change of that sort. At that time, the Social Democrats wished to fulfil the 
ambitions from the struggle up until 1918 to establish an age of voting at 
21 years of age. But when the demand to lower the voting age from 21 (to 
18, 19, or 20, all of which were suggested) was first raised during the late 
1950s, the Social Democrats did not immediately promote such changes 
but referred the query to the long-planned review of the constitution 
(Sandin & Josefsson 2022).

The connection between voting age, the constitutional issues, and the 
age of majority created powerful institutional dependencies and barriers 
that came into conflict with other institutional arrangements around age. 
Again and again, the party in power, the Social Democrats, stalled and 
delayed the discussion with reference to the work with the new constitu-
tion. There are also indications that the Social Democrats, who now ben-
efited from their political hold of the first chamber in parliament, were 
reluctant to push for constitutional reform for that reason (Sandin & 
Josefsson 2022). Furthermore, the lowering of the voting age was not 
only dependent on a revision of the age of majority, which was compli-
cated in its own terms, but was also conditional on the revision of the laws 
of the declaration of incapacity of citizens (Berg & Ericsson, 2021).

That conflict was exploited by the opposition during the 1960s. The 
opposition, from the communist to the conservative party, and some indi-
vidual members of the Social Democrats, also tried to argue that these 
questions were not dependent on each other; the constitution and the age 
of majority should be looked upon as separate political issues. The opposi-
tion was partly successful, same changes were made, and both the age of 
majority and the voting ages were changed step by step. First the voting 
age was lowered to 20, then to 19. But the final step when the voting age 
was lowered to 18, and the age of eligibility was changed to the same age, 
was not taken until the final constitutional decision was made in the early 
1970s (Sandin & Josefsson 2022).

Policy Barriers: Child Rights, Democracy, and Youth Policy

So far, we have explained institutional barriers to lowering the voting age 
as found in path dependencies that were established through agreements 
on voting rights and constitutional reform up until 1970s. But what about 
the changes in the understanding of children’s rights and children’s par-
ticipation that emerged in the latter part of the twentieth century? Could 
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such changes not indicate a further lowering of the voting ages? In the 
following we would like to point out how the defence of children’s rights 
and the institutionalisation of such rights led to a somewhat paradoxical 
conflict with extending voting rights to children. It is also worth noting 
that the implementation of children’s rights was not about letting children 
or young people represent themselves in politics, but rather to represent 
the voice of the underaged through other institutional arrangements. 
Children’s individual rights were clearly up-graded, but a glass ceiling was 
established to their political participatory rights.

In 1978, a governmental inquiry titled “The Rights of the Child” con-
stituted an early phase of what later became the separate area of child 
rights politics in Sweden (Sandin, 2018; SOU 1978:10). The investigators 
identified the child as a rights subject in areas of child protection and in 
the context of family law and social welfare legislation, including chil-
dren’s rights to represent themselves in legal proceedings, for example in 
custody cases (SOU 1978:10). Some legal experts also advanced the idea 
that children should have the right to divorce their parents, which reso-
nated positively in child rights non-governmental organisations (Jacobsson, 
1978). The emphases were clearly placed on children’s human rights and 
an independent voice in all matters of importance for children. However, 
no attention was paid to the issue of lowering the voting age or children’s 
opportunities to participate in political decision-making.

About a decade later, the Swedish government ratified the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, Proposition 1989/90: 
107). Here too the focus was primarily on what the opportunities were for 
children to make their views and voices heard in areas such as social ser-
vices, schools, and legal processes. The bill acknowledged children’s con-
stitutional rights such as freedom of expression and opinion as applying to 
all Swedish citizens regardless of age (p. 42). At this point, mirroring the 
CRC, there was nothing in the convention specifically addressing the issue 
of voting age and voting rights. Evidently, the drafters of the convention 
decided on a very general formulation of Article 12, where the ideas about 
children’s right to express their views freely and to be heard were mainly 
to apply to the family and to court proceedings (particularly adoption, 
juvenile justice, child custody cases). To some parties, children were 
explicitly not approved to take part in public matters (Holzscheiter, 2010, 
p. 211). In the drafting history of Article 13 of the CRC on the general 
right to freedom of expression, it was acknowledged that children also had 
civil and political rights that are largely the same as those of adults, 
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“although it is generally recognized that children do not have the right to 
vote” (Detrick et al., 1992; United Nations, 2007). In other words, there 
was at the time no international push to interpret children’s right to par-
ticipation and freedom of expression as a matter of giving them a right to 
vote, and the Swedish politicians did not stray from the path created by 
the Convention. In the ratification process of the CRC, children’s suffrage 
was basically a non-issue.

In the same year, however, 1990, a parliamentary proposal (Motion, 
n.d.) was submitted by the Green Party where they discussed a proxy vote 
for children by their parents and a lowering of the voting age (Motion 
1990/91:K222). Already in the middle of the 1980s Swedish paediatric 
physicians had suggested that a governmental inquiry should investigate 
such a possibility. A proxy vote would be a means to achieve a more child- 
friendly society by making parents more politically important. These pro-
posals, however, did not find any resonance in the Swedish government. 
As we shall see in the next section, occasionally the voting age appeared in 
parliamentary sessions on children’s rights in the latter part of the 1990s, 
though still somewhat at the margins. In 1996, the Swedish government 
decided to appoint a parliamentary committee to clarify how the “spirit 
and meaning” of the CRC were expressed in Swedish legislation and prac-
tice. The committee, consisting of MPs from all political parties together 
with appointed experts, delivered a report in August 1997 that included 
the recommendation to “make children and young people involved in 
decision-making” (SOU 1997:116). The committee explicitly excluded 
rights to vote:

There may be some advantages to lowering the voting age, but we believe 
that the disadvantages outweigh the advantages. Above all, we believe that 
it would be very unfortunate for the connection between the age of major-
ity, the age of eligibility and the voting age to be broken. (SOU 1997:116)

It was concluded that children had neither the responsibility nor the 
independence to vote and that confidence in the democratic process could 
be damaged. While this report recommended maintaining a voting age of 
18, a formal reservation was registered by the committee member from 
the Green Party, Ragnhild Pohanka, that proposed a reduction of the vot-
ing age to 16 at all three levels of municipal, regional, and national elec-
tions. The argument was that they wanted to give real influence to older 
children so that they could impact their future (SOU 1997:116). The 
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Swedish Children’s Ombudsperson (Barnombudsmannen, BO), invited 
to comment on the proposal, argued likewise for lowering the voting age 
to 16 in municipal elections and municipal referenda as a way to strengthen 
the position of young people in society and revitalise political work (p. 27). 
No other opposing views were officially filed in the parliamentary records 
and the new child rights strategy did not include any proposal to lower the 
age of voting (Proposition 1997/98:182). The implementation of Article 
12 was instead framed differently, presenting children and youth as “users” 
(in Swedish: brukare) of local community services. This led to an emphasis 
on children’s right to be heard in matters affecting them at an individual 
level in areas such as education, custody, housing, and traffic planning 
(p. 32).

In the following decades the Swedish government launched several new 
child rights strategies and inquiries to strengthen the implementation of 
the CRC but without coming back to the question of lowering the voting 
age (Proposition 2009/10: 232; SOU 2016:19; SOU 2020:63) . The fact 
that children’s right to vote basically was a non-issue in the international 
drafting and adoption of the CRC (Detrick et al., 1992), as well as during 
ratification by Sweden, underwrites our explanation of why the question 
of voting rights was marginalised from the Swedish child rights policy. The 
CRC puts emphasis on the developing competences of children but does 
not include a claim that children below 18 should have an individual vote. 
Had the CRC launched the notion of children’s right to vote, one might 
expect that this would have led to a national discussion about the role of, 
say, the Swedish Child Ombudsperson to support such an initiative. The 
issue of children’s voting rights was largely absent in the work of this cen-
tral children’s rights institution (Leviner, 2018, 2019). The Child 
Ombudsperson’s office was given as its main task to propagate and imple-
ment the CRC in realms of children’s lives by its establishment in 1993 
(SFS 1993:335; SFS 1993:710). This task, it turned out, did not include 
propagating for children’s voting rights. Although the Child 
Ombudsperson, in the late 1990s, voiced the belief that children should 
be given voting rights from the age of 16 in local elections, this did not 
make any particular mark in policy discussions.

In the 1990s, child law emerged not only as a separate legal field but 
also as a separate policy field, “child right politics”, that signified strong 
Swedish governmental support for children’s rights (Holzscheiter et al., 
2019;  Quennerstedt, 2015, p.  8; Proposition 2009/10: 232;  Sandin, 
2022). This led to an extensive inquiry into the meaning of the rights of 
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children and child-oriented family and social policy (Littmark, 2017; 
Sandin, 2014). Yet, as we suggest, this development left out the issue of 
children’s voting rights from the start. The proposals to lowering the vot-
ing age never made it into the mainstream political discourses, nor were 
they picked up in governmental child rights strategies or inquiries. In 
addition, the possibility for children to vote did not enter Swedish debates 
about larger voting issues according to gender, class, social background, 
nor into bipartisan parliamentary investigations on immigrant voting 
rights in local elections.

At the same time, the issue of lowering voting ages appeared, although 
quite cautiously, in political initiatives and inquiries focusing on strength-
ening democracy, citizenship, and the participation of young people in 
society. In this way, the framing of child and youth policy structured the 
political discussions about lowering the voting age, discussions that also 
tied into the international debate about the rights of children and youth 
that grew in the 1960s and 1970s (Farson, 1974; Holt, 1974; Margolin, 
2014, pp. 441–452; Schrag, 1975, pp. 441–457). The question of youth 
voting did arise in relation to declining voter turnout and proposed mea-
sures to increase citizens’ participation and involvement in the democratic 
system (Dir. 1998: 100; 2000:1; Skr. 2003/04:110; SOU 2016:5). 
However, the 18-year age limit was maintained because of its relation to 
other contexts for civil rights and obligations such as the capacity to act 
under civil law, perform military service, and marry (SOU 1975:15; SOU 
1972:15 p. 12; Proposition 1973:70, pp. 162 f.; SOU 2000:1, p. 149; 
SOU 2016:5, p. 47).

In the governmental investigation “Politics for young people” (Swedish: 
“Politik för Unga” (SOU 1997:71), the Youth Policy Committee empha-
sised that young people must have a real opportunity for power, influence, 
and participation, but was not ready to commit to a final position. It sided 
with the Age Limit Inquiry (SOU 1996:111) and the Child Ombudsperson 
on the question of voting age limits. The Committee proposed a pilot 
project with a reduced voting age to 16 years in local elections in 1998. 
However, they questioned whether people below 18 could stand for 
elected office, but trials with local elections might be a possibility (SOU 
1997:71, p. 98). In the latest comprehensive governmental democratic 
inquiry, “Let more people shape the future” (Swedish: “Låt fler forma 
framtiden!”, SOU 2016:5), the investigators once again addressed the 
issue of lowering the voting age to 16  in municipal elections and sug-
gested a trial period that could be followed up and evaluated. A reduction 
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of the voting age to 16 in  local elections would in practice mean, the 
investigators stated, that the average age of first-time voters would be 18 
years, down from the current 20 years (SOU 2016:5, p. 47). Even though 
the suggestion of the investigators was a cautious move towards lowering 
the voting age in Sweden, in 2022 the proposal has yet to be referred to 
the central cabinet office for consideration. Once again, by being taken so 
slowly, the issue has not been given high priority in policy making.

PolItIcal BarrIers: actors and Issues In tHe centre 
and on tHe PerIPHery

Another barrier to lowering the voting age is to be found in the dynamics 
of party and parliamentary politics. In certain periods, the issue of voting 
and eligibility age has been placed at the centre of public debates and on 
party-political agendas, in other times on the periphery. As the history of 
voting restrictions teaches us, whether the demands to lower age limits are 
heeded or not is related to the political influence of party-political and 
societal actors pursuing the issue, as well as how the issue connects with 
other political issues and public opinion.

One important explanation for the lowering of voting age in the 1930s 
and 1940s from 23 (second chamber and municipalities) and 27 (first 
chamber and county councils) to 21 was that the Social Democrats 
achieved a parliamentary majority by forming a government coalition with 
the Farmers’ Party. Yet the lowering of voting ages was also propelled by 
the desire to include the growing amount of young people in representa-
tive democracy in order to avoid a radicalisation of youth in extra- 
parliamentary actions and also to mobilise young people to defend the 
country. In the 1970s, the international wave of lowered voting ages to 18 
resulted from a combination of coalitions between political parties and 
civil society, the centring of age issues in a political context of the Vietnam 
war, civil rights movements, and the fact that young people were in fact 
“adults” in many other respects (Eichhorn & Bergh, 2021; Sandin & 
Josefsson 2022; Katz, 1997, p. 239). In contrast, demands and arguments 
to lower voting ages have had little success when strong party- political and 
civil society coalitions have been lacking and when the issue has remained 
on the periphery of political debate.

From the mid-1980s, proposals about giving all children the right to 
vote, independent of age, came from different directions in Swedish 
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society. One of the most prominent attempts to put the issue on the politi-
cal agenda was made by the Swedish paediatric society. In 1985, the chief 
physician of child health care at Falun Hospital, Berndt Eckerberg, pro-
posed that children should have the right to vote through their parents 
(Dagens Nyheter, 28 January 1985; Gustafsson, 2001, p. 199ff). The first 
argument was based on the idea that all people are of equal value and that 
children are human beings and therefore have the same rights as adults, in 
this case to vote. The second argument was more of an instrumental one 
and based on the idea that the position of children and families with chil-
dren would be strengthened if children were given the right to vote. The 
paediatricians argued that an inquiry should be set up to investigate the 
matter (Gustafsson, 2001, p. 200). The proposal was rejected by the gov-
ernment with the main argument that voting by proxy is not acceptable 
based on the principle of “one man, one vote” being one of the corner-
stones of democracy (Gustafsson, 2001).

The Green Party had a different twist on their proposal in 1991 when 
they argued that the political influence of non-voting children and young 
people ought to be organised in a more democratic way. Two of its main 
suggestions were to lower the voting age to 12 or 16, and to establish a 
“Child Chamber,” a consultative decision-making assembly that would be 
appointed in general elections at the same time as the parliamentary elec-
tions by all young people and children over a certain minimum age 
(Motion 1990/91:K222). They were not willing to give parents and fami-
lies with children a disproportionate influence on matters that were not of 
particular concern to them. The vote should be in the hands of children 
themselves. The proposal was rejected by the Constitutional Committee, 
which referred to the precedent decisions in 1974 and the idea that the 
age limit of 18 was linked to other rights and duties such as extensive civil 
law capacity, the conscription age, and the right to marry (KU 1990/91:32). 
Regarding the establishment of a consultative decision-making assembly 
for children, they argued that political organisations should find ways to 
involve young people under the voting age in politics. The rejection by the 
committee illustrates how the constitution that was established in the 
1970s created an institutional path-dependency that blocked further 
changes in voting age.

From the 1990s until today, a wide range of parliamentary proposals to 
lower the voting age have continuously been tabled by representatives 
from all Swedish parliamentary parties (in total nine parties) except the 
right-wing and conservative parties, New Democracy (Ny Demokrati, 

 B. SANDIN AND J. JOSEFSSON



145

1991–1994) and Sweden Democrats (2010–). These proposals were 
attached to various governmental inquiries into children’s rights, youth 
politics, age limits, and civil engagement issues (SOU 1996:111; SOU 
1997:71; SOU 1997:116; SOU 2000:1; Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtande 
1997/98:26; 2000/01:11; 2006/07:11). Broadly speaking, the propos-
als focused on the lowering of the voting age to 16 in elections to munici-
palities, at least on a trial basis (e.g. The Centre Party, Motion 
2000/01:K296; The Left Party, Motion 2020/21:3932; Liberals, Motion 
2020/21:1515), or in effect (e.g. The Left Party, Motion 1999/2000: 
K339; or The Centre Party, Motion 2019/20:1766), or to all elections  
to municipalities, county councils, and parliament, as well as national 
 referenda (e.g. The Green Party, Motion 2000/01:K401; Motion 
2021/22:3405; The Social Democrats, Motion 2014/15:1746). The 
proposals also suggested that the government initiate a governmental 
inquiry into lowering the voting age to 16 (e.g. The Liberals, Motion 
1999/2000:K293; The Moderates, Motion 2012/13:K259), or to 
change election laws so that those who turn 18 during the calendar year 
are given the right to vote, instead of on the day they reach 18 years of age 
(The Left Party, Motion 2001/01:K234; The Christian Democrats, 
Motion 2005/06:Kr4).

Even though we may note some shifts and variations in the more spe-
cific positions in parliamentary proposals during the period, the positions 
have followed a continuum. The arguments for lowering the voting age 
roughly follow some of the lines which are also recognisable from earlier 
periods of debates throughout the twentieth century. A first argument is 
based on voting as a human right. To have influence over one’s own life is 
considered a human right that includes both younger and older citizens, 
even if they are not above the age of majority (Motion 2000/01: K401; 
2017/18: 2117). Secondly, we find what can be called an instrumental 
inclusion argument. A well-functioning democracy presupposes that dif-
ferent groups, including the younger ones, can make their voices heard 
(Motion 2000/01: K401; 2017/18: 2117; 2020/21: 105; 2020/21: 
1515). Thirdly, there is an argument about impact. Children and young 
people are the groups that are most affected by certain policy areas such as 
school, care, and the climate, and by lowering the voting age they would 
gain a greater real influence over the development of society (Motion 
2014/15: 1746; 2020/21: 105).

Fourthly, a range of proposals put forward an argument invoking com-
petence (Motion 2014/15:1746; 2017/18:2117). They argue how, for 
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example, young people are competent enough to vote because their inter-
est in politics and social issues has increased in recent years and they are 
more well-informed about the world, science, and politics than voters ever 
before (Motion 2014/15:1746; 2017/18:2117). Fifthly, experiences 
from the range of other countries that have lowered the age limit are gen-
erally positive (Motion 2000/01: K401; 2017/18: 2117; 2014/15: 
1746; 2019/20: 1766). Sixthly, the age argument is made that there is no 
obstacle to having a voting age that differs from the age of eligibility or the 
age of majority, given also that Sweden has a number of different “ages of 
authority” such as for compulsory schooling, criminal justice, the right to 
buy alcohol, and so on (Motion 2019/20:1766; 2020/21: 1515; 
2019/20: 1766).

As noted above, there has thus hardly been any lack of parliamentary 
proposals to lower the voting age, rather the opposite. But how do we 
explain that, despite that fact that representatives from more or less all par-
ties of the parliament continuously over at least three decades have pro-
posed lowering the voting age, these proposals have not led to any 
changes? A central and important reason is continued opposition from the 
Constitutional Committee based on arguments about the link between 
the age of voting and the age of majority, marriage, and other age limits 
(Konstitutionsutskottetets  utlåtande 1990/91:32; 2000/01:11; 
2006/07:11). The committee has also stalled the process by referencing 
the need to hear the result of comprehensive public inquiries 
(Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtande 2011/12:3; 2015/16:13) about the 
constitution (Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtande  2006/07:11; SOU 
2008:125) and Swedish democracy (SOU 2016:5). From 2018, in wake 
of the finalisation of the Democracy Inquiry, and until the present day, the 
committee has referred to the Democracy Inquiry’s report being prepared 
within the Cabinet Office and has stated its unwillingness to anticipate the 
results (Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtande 2018/19:25). The Centre Party 
(successor to the Farmers’ Party) and the Left Party have made reserva-
tions, now however with a focus on voting rights being granted on the 
first day of the year one turns 18 or after trials with age 16 are conducted 
(Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtande 2018/19:25 p. 41).

Roughly speaking, three explanations might be offered in the dynamics 
of parliamentary politics for barriers to lowering the voting age. Firstly, it 
appears as if the proposals that have been put to the parliament have had 
no firm foundation in the parties at large, but are rather initiatives from 
individuals, groups, or factions of members in the parties. It is only the 
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Green Party that in 2020 formally recognised the need to lower the voting 
age to 16  in all elections as part of their party programme (Dagens 
Nyheter, 3 November 2021). Secondly, none of the major and potentially 
governing parties is pushing the issue with the same systematic intent as 
was the case during the 1930s and even more so during the 1960s. Thirdly, 
the issue has had no great public support and has not been strongly linked 
to any other significant political issues, such as the overhaul of the consti-
tution or mobilising the defence, even though at times it seems as if the 
environment had such a potential, along similar lines as the inclusion of 
youth to avoid conflict or disengagement in the 1930s. In addition, public 
support for lowering the voting age has been relatively weak in Sweden 
according to opinion polls, where in fact no more than about 10% think 
that lowering the voting age to 16 in all elections is a very good or quite 
good idea (Ekengren-Oskarsson, 2016).

concludIng dIscussIon

Child rights advocates and scholars have sometimes suggested that the 
implementation of the CRC and its principles could support the lowering 
of the voting age (Amnesty UK campaign; Cummings, 2020; Wall, 2021). 
If one focuses on children’s participation in the CRC, the lowering of the 
voting age may appear like a logical outcome. Such suggestions indicate an 
important issue that shapes the general context of this article. It is impor-
tant to ask, however, what political processes and preconditions, as well as 
what political traditions, institutions, and cultures, may stand in the way.

Our analyses demonstrate that the long historical process and compro-
mises that established universal adult suffrage in 1921 also created a num-
ber of institutional conflicts around the age of voting, such as the difference 
between the age of majority and the age of voting as well as the different 
ages for voting for different levels of government. These issues were 
resolved step by step between the late 1930s and the early 1970s. In this 
process, it was firmly established that voting is associated with the age of 
majority, and, furthermore, that the age of voting is an issue of constitu-
tional importance that must be resolved in the context of constitutional 
considerations. This process did not exclude change. On the contrary, 
during the 1960s, reforms accommodated both a novel understanding of 
the role and value of the participation of the younger generation that war-
ranted a voting age and age of majority of 18 years of age. And they 
adapted voting age to ages of marriage, military service, and the 

7 THE REFORM THAT NEVER HAPPENED: A HISTORY OF CHILDREN’S… 



148

conclusion of high school. These developments constituted in many ways 
a conclusion to a series of twentieth-century parliamentary reforms that 
resulted in the establishment of a unicameral parliament. The notion that 
the voting age stands in intimate relationship to the political and consen-
sual changes of the constitution was reinforced during the 1950s 
and 1960s.

The voting age then became clearly associated with a whole cluster of 
indicators of the difference between the young and adults that were of 
central cultural and legal importance. During the years after 1974, the 
rights of children were strengthened but without including a discussion of 
voting rights. On the contrary, the implementation of children’s rights in 
this period involved subordinating questions of voting age to issues of 
children’s rights to participate in other ways (SOU 2016:5). With the 
establishment of the Children’s Ombudsman in 1993, children were also 
given a state representative—since supplemented by a Children’s and 
Pupils’ Ombudsman at the Swedish Schools Inspectorate—who can rep-
resent individual children and ensure that they receive the education to 
which they are entitled under Swedish law. The question of further lower-
ing the age of voting and eligibility in Sweden has thus been complicated 
by the fact that children and young people are now considered to be ade-
quately represented by these agencies. In this sense, children’s social and 
participatory rights have been strengthened without a change in their 
individual political rights. In a similar way, Swedish youth politics, despite 
emphasising the inclusion of young people in democracy, has not pursued 
inclusion through voting, but rather through educating youth to become 
future full-fledged political citizens, as well as participating in separate 
spheres of politics such as youth councils of municipalities or at the 
national level.

At the same time suggestions to further lower the age of voting have 
not been out on the political agenda of the most important political par-
ties and tend to be suggested by individual members of parliament and 
interest groups with little political clout, as for example with the associa-
tion of paediatric physicians. In comparison with the 1960s, it is evident 
that there does not seem to be any other political issue to which the age of 
voting can be associated, even if the climate crisis has this potential. As the 
environmental debate has gained a more central role in political discus-
sions, it has also been transformed from a youth issue to a central main-
stream question that is no longer only a generational issue.
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The lack of interest in extending the vote to younger individuals seems 
also to have been reinforced by the close association between the child 
ombudsman and its prescribed role of implementing the CRC. Even 
though the Child Ombudsperson has made arguments for trials of a lower 
age of voting, it has no central role in the formulation of voting policies, 
which may be a consequence of such policies not being a central aspect of 
the CRC. The important point is that children and young people are 
thought, not to be excluded from politics, but rather included by means 
of democratic institutions and processes similar to other groups that might 
be regarded as having a marginal influence in democratic processes. 
However, unlike the case of other such groups, this does not necessarily 
lead to a greater emphasis on the capacity of children and young people to 
participate in voting. On the contrary, the Child Ombudsperson and the 
CRC put the emphasis on the developing capacities and voices of children, 
rather than their abilities and competences to take part in voting itself.

references

Beckman, L. (2009). The Frontiers of Democracy: The Right to Vote and its Limits. 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Berg, A., & Ericsson, M. (Eds.). (2021). Allmän rösträtt? Rösträttens begränsnin-
gar i Sverige efter 1921. Makadam förlag.

Capoccia, G. (2016). When Do Institutions “Bite”? Historical Institutionalism 
and the Politics of Institutional Change. Comparative Political Studies, 49(8), 
1095–1127. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414015626449

Capoccia, G., & Kelemen, R. D. (2007). The Study of Critical Junctures: Theory, 
Narrative, and Counterfactuals in Historical Institutionalism. World Politics, 
59(3), 341–369. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887100020852

Capoccia, G., & Ziblatt, D. (2010). The Historical Turn in Democratization 
Studies: A New Research Agenda for Europe and Beyond. Comparative 
Political Studies, 43(8–9), 931–968. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0010414010370431

Collier, R. B. (1999). Paths toward Democracy: The Working Class and Elites in 
Western Europe and South America. Cambridge University Press.

Dagens Nyheter, 28 January 1985.
Dagens Nyheter, 3 November 2021.
Detrick, S., Doek, J., & Cantwell, N. (1992). The United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child: A Guide to the “Travaux Préparatoires”. Nijhoff.

7 THE REFORM THAT NEVER HAPPENED: A HISTORY OF CHILDREN’S… 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414015626449
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887100020852
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414010370431
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414010370431


150

Eichhorn, J., & Bergh, J. (2021). Lowering the Voting Age to 16  in Practice: 
Processes and Outcomes Compared. Parliamentary Affairs, 74(3), 507–521. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsab019

Ekengren-Oskarsson, H. (2016). Om demokratiutredningens förslag till sänkt 
rösträttsålder 2016. Downloaded February 24, 2022, from https://politolo-
gerna.wordpress.com/2016/01/09/om- demokratiutredningens- forslag- till- 
sankt- rostrattsalder/amp/

Farson, R. (1974). Birthrights: A bill of rights for children. Penguin Books.
Gustafsson, G. (2001). Rösträtten och barnen. Chapter in Rösträtten 80 år: for-

skarantologi. Justitiedepartementet.
Holt, J. C. (1974). Escape from Childhood: The Needs and Rights of Children. Dutton.
Holzscheiter, A. (2010). Children’s Rights in International Politics: The 

Transformative Power of Discourse. Palgrave Macmillan.
Holzscheiter, A., Josefsson, J., & Sandin, B. (2019). Child rights governance: An 

introduction. Childhood, 26(3), 271–288. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/0907568219854518

Jacobsson, U. (1978). Ett barns rättigheter. Askild & Kärnekull.
Jenson, J. (1989). Paradigms and Political Discourse: Protective Legislation in 

France and the United States before 1914. Canadian Journal of Political 
Science, 22(2), 235–258. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423900001293

Katz, R. S. (1997). Democracy and Elections. Oxford University Press.
Konstitutionsutskottets utlåtanden. Riksdagstryck. https://www.riksdagen.se/

sv/dokument- lagar/
United Nations. (2007). Legislative history of the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. United Nations.
Leviner, P. (2018). Barnkonventionen som svensk lag: En diskussion om utmaningar 

och möjligheter för att förverkliga barns rättigheter (Vol. 2). Förvaltningsrättslig 
Tidskrift.

Leviner, P. (2019). Voice but no choice: Children’s right to participation in Sweden. 
Children’s Constitutional Rights in the Nordic Countries.

Lindkvist, L. (2018). Rights for the World’s Children: Rädda Barnen and the 
Making of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Nordic Journal of 
Human Rights, 36(3), 287–303.

Littmark, S. (2017). Barn, föräldrar, välfärdsstat. Den politiska debatten om föräl-
drautbildning och föräldrastöd 1964–2009 (Ph.D.  Diss). University of 
Linköping, Linköping.

Magnusson, L., & Ottosson, J. (2009). The evolution of path dependence. 
Edward Elgar.

Margolin, C. R. (2014). Salvation Versus Liberation: The Movement for Children's 
Rights in a Historical Context. Social Problems, 25(4), 441–452. https://doi.
org/10.2307/800496

Motioner. Riksdagstryck. https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument- lagar/

 B. SANDIN AND J. JOSEFSSON

https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsab019
https://politologerna.wordpress.com/2016/01/09/om-demokratiutredningens-forslag-till-sankt-rostrattsalder/amp/
https://politologerna.wordpress.com/2016/01/09/om-demokratiutredningens-forslag-till-sankt-rostrattsalder/amp/
https://politologerna.wordpress.com/2016/01/09/om-demokratiutredningens-forslag-till-sankt-rostrattsalder/amp/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568219854518
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568219854518
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423900001293
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/
https://doi.org/10.2307/800496
https://doi.org/10.2307/800496
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/


151

Propositioner. Riksdagstryck. https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument- lagar/
Przeworski, A. (2009). Conquered or Granted? A History of Suffrage Extensions. 

British Journal of Political Science, 39, 291–321.
Quennerstedt, A. (2015). Mänskliga rättigheter som värdefundament, kunskap-

sobjekt och inflytande: en läroplansanalys. Utbildning & Demokrati, 
24(1), 5–27.

Rixen, T., Viola, L.  A., & Zürn, M. (2016). Historical Institutionalism and 
International Relations: Explaining Institutional Development in World Politics. 
Oxford University Press.

Sandin, B. (2012). Children and the Swedish Welfare State: From Different to 
Similar. In P. S. Fass & M. Grossberg (Eds.), Reinventing childhood after World 
War II 2012 (pp. 110–138). University of Pennsylvania Press.

Sandin, B. (2014). History of children’s well-being (pp. 31–86). Theories, Methods 
and Policies in Global Perspective.

Sandin, B. (2018). Barnuppfostran, föräldraskap och barns rättigheter: En studie 
av diskussionen kring agalagen 1979. In V.  Lundberg & C.  Riving (Eds.), 
Mellan Malmö och Minneapolis. Kulturhistoriska undersökningar tillägnade 
Lars Edgren. Arkiv förlag.

Sandin, B. (2022). Politikens åldersgränser. Makadam förlag. In preparation.
Sandin, B. & Josefsson, J. (2022). Age as Yardstick for Political Citizenship: Voting 

age and Eligibility Age in Sweden During the Twentieth Century. Continuity 
and Change, 37(2).

Sandin, B., Sköld, J., & Schiratzki, J. (2022). Var går gränserna för statens ansvar? 
Statsvetenskaplig tidskrift.

Schrag, F. (1975). The Child’s Status in the Democratic State. Political Theory, 
3(4), 441–457. https://doi.org/10.1177/009059177500300407

SOU 1996:111. Bevakad övergång: åldersgränser för unga upp till 30 år: Rapport 
från Åldersgränsutredningen. (1996). Stockholm: Fritze.

SOU 1972:15. Grundlagberedningen (1972). Ny regeringsform, ny riksdagsord-
ning: betänkande. Stockholm: Göteborgs offsettr.

SOU 1975:15. Rösträttsutredningen (1975). Kommunal rösträtt för invandrare: 
betänkande. Stockholm: Göteborgs offsettr.

SOU 1978:10. Utredningen om barnens rätt (1978). Barnets rätt 1 Om förbud 
mot aga: Delbetänkande. Stockholm: LiberFörlag/Allmänna förl.

SOU 1997:71. Ungdomspolitiska kommittén. Politik för unga: Slutbetänkande. 
(1997). Stockholm: Fritze.

SOU 1997:116. Barnets Bästa i främsta rummet. FN:s konvention om barnets 
rättigheter i Sverige. (1997). Stockholm: Fritze.

SOU 2000:1. En uthållig demokrati! Politik för folkstyrelse på 2000-talet: 
Demokratiutredningens betänkande. (2000). Stockholm: Fritzes offentliga 
publikationer.

7 THE REFORM THAT NEVER HAPPENED: A HISTORY OF CHILDREN’S… 

https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/
https://doi.org/10.1177/009059177500300407


152

SOU 2016:5. Låt fler forma framtiden! Betänkande. (2016). Stockholm: 
Wolters Kluwer.

SOU 2016:19. Barnkonventionen blir svensk lag. (2016). Stockholm: 
Wolters Kluwer.

SOU 2020:63. Barnkonventionen och svensk rätt. (2020). Stockholm: 
Norstedts juridik.

Steinmo, S., Thelen, K. A., & Longstreth, F. (1992). Structuring politics: Historical 
institutionalism in comparative analysis. Cambridge University Press.

Stern, R. (2014). “Our Refugee Policy is Generous”: Reflections on the Importance 
of a State’s Self-Image. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 33(1), 25–43. https://doi.
org/10.1093/rsq/hdt020

Wall, J. (2021). Give Children the Vote: On Democratizing Democracy. New 
York: Bloomsbury.

Ziblatt, D. (2006). How Did Europe Democratize? World Politics, 58(2), 311–338. 
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/40060135

Open Access  This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to 
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons licence 
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.

 B. SANDIN AND J. JOSEFSSON

https://doi.org/10.1093/rsq/hdt020
https://doi.org/10.1093/rsq/hdt020
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40060135
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Chapter 7: The Reform that Never Happened: A History of Children’s Suffrage Restrictions
	Introduction
	Background
	Historicising Suffrage Reforms
	Institutional Barriers: Change and Dependencies
	Policy Barriers: Child Rights, Democracy, and Youth Policy

	Political Barriers: Actors and Issues in the Centre and on the Periphery
	Concluding Discussion
	References




