Please cite the Published Version

Bowman, Benjamin © (2014) Votes at 16 should be part of the systemic reform needed to counter
youth abstention from democratic institutions. In: Should the UK lower the voting age to 16?
Democratic Audit, pp. 16-18.

Publisher: Democratic Audit
Version: Published Version
Downloaded from: hitps://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/626723/

Usage rights: E Creative Commons: Attribution-Noncommercial-No Deriva-
tive Works 3.0

Additional Information: This is an open access chapter from the publication "Should the UK
lower the voting age to 167"

Enquiries:

If you have questions about this document, contact openresearch@mmu.ac.uk. Please in-
clude the URL of the record in e-space. If you believe that your, or a third party’s rights have
been compromised through this document please see our Take Down policy (available from
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/library/using-the-library/policies-and-guidelines)



https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2866-1612
https://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/626723/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
mailto:openresearch@mmu.ac.uk
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/library/using-the-library/policies-and-guidelines

Should the UK lower the voting age to 16?

Votes at 16 should be part of the systemic reform needed
to counter youth abstention from democratic institutions

Benjamin Bowman

| would like to pose a question beyond the traditional nexus of young people’s rights and
hopes to increase their turnout. Why do we want young people to vote at all?

In a previous article on votes at 16 | suggested that votes for 16 and 17-year-olds must be
part of a broader move towards welcoming young people as valued and equal citizens in
UK democracy. Systemic reform has been discussed in this series by Andrew Mycock and
Jonathan Tonge, who challenged that we must reform our political institutions before

extending the Vote to 16 or else risk entrenching disillusionment, this time among a
younger electorate. Here, | argue the case for votes at 16 as a part of reform, rather than a
promise for afterwards.

Young absence or young abstention?

Young people are absent from institutional politics in the UK. In more precise terms, the UK
could be said to have the worst record for the marginalization of young people of
comparable countries in the EU-15: not only do young people in the UK participate less in
elections and other traditional processes for political action (with two notable exceptions:
petitioning and volunteer work), but there is also a significant generational gap between

older citizens who continue to vote, contact MPs, attend demonstrations, and so on, and
younger citizens who tend not to engage by traditional methods and remain absent as they
get older.

In 2008, Shakuntala Banaji reflected on a case study of young responses to the Iraq war
under the Blair government, and asked what could be done, if anything, to prevent the
discovery that some politicians and governments are unresponsive to citizens’ civic and
political engagement from turning young people away from democratic action to
abstention or, in the contemporary case, the extreme right.

Banaji’s suggestion is echoed more recently by James Sloam, who wrote that one result of
the economic crisis, during which the interests of the young were considered insignificant
or even expendable by the Con/Lib coalition, might be that young people are turned away

from an institutional politics that they feel rejects them as worthy of representation.

The key term here is turned away. Young people don’t vote as much, to be sure. But that
does not mean young people don’t ‘do politics’. The marginalization of young people in
representative democracy is a complex subject which coexists with a new framework for
doing politics. The hallmark of young people’s politics is diverse participatory acts, and new
norms of political activity among young people place elections as just one of many ways to
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be political. Given the way youth abstention from elections has concentrated so much
recent public focus on the role of young citizens in democracy and the incipient crisis of
non-voting, we might consider whether abstention has, indeed, been a very effective way
to hold our democratic system to account for its failings.

Placing votes at 16 in the political toolbox

Between the worrying truth that the UK is facing a democratic crisis due to the growing
young absence from politics, and the optimism we might have about a new diversity of
participatory political acts, we can locate a need to reform our democratic system in such a
way that we sponsor and encourage healthy democratic action in diverse forms. This
should include reform to support young people’s right to democratic action.

A reversal of current policies contributing to the criminalization of young public protest is
one place we could start; greater access to valued, direct engagement with political
institutions and elites — such as meeting local councillors — might be an option. The driving
force behind systemic reform to counter young abstention from democratic institutions
must be that young citizens have the right to be represented in our democracy and the
right to hold it to account if they are not.

As such, votes at 16 would place elections as an instrument for representation and
oversight firmly into the toolbox of diverse methods for action. A recent study from the
University of Vienna that examined votes at 16 in Austria — where it is already law —
concluded that extended suffrage was no miracle cure for poor turnout, but resulted in
something perhaps more interesting: 16 and 17-year-olds showed remarkably similar levels
of knowledge and motivation at the ballot box, as well as comparable decision making on
the ballot, to older generations. Although young people are not monolithic, and assuming
we support elections in principle, this is deeply encouraging for votes at 16. The vote lives.

Votes now

Experience in Austria could be applicable in the UK, too. A rich body of research since the
late 1990s indicates that young people in the UK remain supportive of elections in principle
despite deep cynicism their efficacy in practice. Extending the vote to 16 and 17-year-olds
now, as part of the systemic reform Mycock and Tonge discuss, would put elections firmly
back into the toolbox for political action. Suffrage could be a headline reform that
indicated to young citizens that their voices and their oversight are necessary to our
democratic system.

More importantly, the vote can be made more secure among a diverse range of tools for
democratic action that must also include direct and participatory methods like public
demonstration, petitioning and civil society as political action and not just obedient
citizenship. Finally, and as is perhaps most vital, the vote at 16 would put democratic
oversight for systemic reform to a greater extent into the control of the citizens to which
that reform is responsible. If reform of the political system will make democratic
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institutions more representative of and accountable to the young, we should commit to
better representation and accountability now. Votes at 16 can be part of that.
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