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The three items that follow are:

l Item 1: an article If 16-year-olds cannot buy cigarettes, surely they shouldn’t be allowed 
anywhere near a polling booth by Marcel Berlins

l Item 2: a poster What a Woman may be, and yet not have the Vote

l Item 3: a poster Votes for Women Wanted eVeryWhere! 
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Item 3

A poster advertising the newspaper Votes for Women, 1909. The poster was 
designed by Hilda dallas (1878–1958).

In the early 1900s women were not allowed to vote in elections for a new government. 
This poster was also produced to persuade people that women should be allowed to vote.

END  OF  TEXTS
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Item 2

‘What a Woman may be, and yet not have the Vote’, c.1912.
This popular poster was also produced as a postcard.

In the early 1900s women were not allowed to vote in elections for a new government. 
This poster was produced to persuade people that women should be allowed to vote.
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Stealthily, without 
even a modest 
press release to 
accompany it, 
a consultation 
document was 

released last week on a subject of great 
public importance. It came from the 
Youth Citizenship Commission, via the 
Ministry of Justice, and it asked: should 
16-year-olds be given the vote? I would 
have thought a public consultation on that 
topic would have merited a great deal of 
publicity, but the government prefers to 
take a secretive route. It has already made 
up its mind in favour of the vote at 16. The 
reason why the government is happy to 
keep the issue quiet is simple: the public 
is overwhelmingly against reducing the 
voting age from 18 to 16.

The question was last explored 
comprehensively as recently as 2004, by the 
Electoral Commission, which concluded 
that the 18 age limit should stay. So what 
has changed? Education, claim supporters 
of the lower age. Every 16-year-old 
at school today will have been taught 
citizenship, a subject now compulsory in 
the national curriculum. They should now 
be more aware than any 16-year-olds 
before them of the way our institutions 
work and of the issues relevant to 
participation in our parliamentary 
democracy. That, in theory, 
advances their cause to be 
given the vote. But there’s a 
lot of dissatisfaction about the 
teaching of citizenship; there’s  
a widespread view that it’s one 
of the least well-taught topics. 
But, anyway, should the existence of one 
relevant school subject tip the scales in 
favour of the 16-year-old vote?

There is another argument, often 
put, that I reject. If, under the law, 
16-year-olds can join the armed 
forces or get married or pay taxes, 
surely they should be entitled 
to vote. Why? The attributes 
required for those activities 
do not necessarily fit the
teenager to place his X on a 

ballot form. We now have a law prohibiting 
the sale of cigarettes to under-18s. One 
could just as well argue that anyone whom 
the law can’t trust to buy a fag has no 
business participating in our elections.

There is, of course, no particular 
birthday on which a person becomes 
mature enough, aware enough, sensible 
enough or knowledgeable enough to be 
trusted with the vote. There are  
responsible and wise 14-year-olds, just 
as there are 60-year-olds who, on any 
objective assessment, ought not to be 
allowed within miles of a polling booth. 
Our system cannot test people to ascertain 
their worthiness to vote. We allow the 
ignorant, the foolish and the prejudiced  
the same right to participate in our 
democracy as the educated, the reasonable 
and the mature.

The fact is that there can be no 
measurable criteria for deciding when 
to allow teenagers to vote. It’s a feeling. 
Perhaps the only valid question is whether 
or not we instinctively believe that they 
have had sufficient, let’s call it, experience 
of life. In 1969 there was a general view 
that the 21 age limit – in force since 1928 
– could safely be reduced to 18. There is 
no such near-consensus today. When the 
public was last asked, less than five years 
ago, 78% thought that 18 was right and

 16 too young. The lower age may
have gained some supporters 
since, but I have no doubt that a 
substantial majority today would 
still be against change. I do 
not criticise the government’s 

wish to see more young people electorally 
engaged; only 37% of 18- to 24-year-olds 
eligible to vote in the 2005 general election 

did so. But 16-year-olds have not 
absorbed enough of the world.

They do not deserve 
the vote and the 
government
ought not to be
thinking of 

giving it 
to them.

Marcel Berlins

Source: The Guardian, October 2008
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Ministers
should 
realise that 
teenagers 
do not 
possess the 
attributes to 
be able to put 
an X on a 
ballot form. 
They have 
not absorbed 
enough of 
the world

Item 1

If 16-year-olds cannot buy cigarettes, surely they 
shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near a polling booth
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