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On Behalf of Children? The Plural Voting System in Belgium –
from 1893 to 1919
by Prof. Dr. Laurent de Briey, Aurélie Héraut and Elise Ottaviani

he voting rights of children have
 received renewed attention in  recent
years. One idea being discussed is

to allow legal representatives to exercise this
right by proxy from the day the child is born
until he/she reaches the legal voting age. The
concept behind vicariously exercising chil-
dren’s voting rights - ChiVi1 - is supported
in the academic literature by political scien-
tist Paul Peterson (1992) and sociologist
Stein Ringen (1997). Several publications2

have also dealt with the arguments in its
 favour as well as the objections raised.
 Recently, there have been attempts to estab -
lish ChiVi in the political arena, too. In
 Germany, a bill was introduced to the Bun-
des tag in 2003 by 47 MPs from a range of
political parties but it was eventually turned
down.
This short article primarily deals with histo-
rical examples: a legal system existed in Bel-
gium between 1893 and 1919 which did in
fact permit fathers to cast several votes.
In 1893, Belgium opted for ‘universal male
suffrage tempered by the plural voting
 system’. The new article 47 of Belgium’s
Constitution stated that all men had the
right to vote, with up to two additional votes
being granted to some categories of the po-
pulation. One additional vote was granted
to fathers over 35 years of age who owned
accommodation costing at least 5 Belgian
francs in taxes, as well as the owners of real
estate (worth at least Belgian 2,000 francs)
and those who earned at least 1,000 Belgian
francs. A third vote was also granted to those
who held a university degree or a secondary
school certificate. These requirements were
relatively restrictive: around 20 percent of
the 1.4 million voters had two votes and
around 15 percent of them had three votes.
In practice - except for the exemption of
women - the ChiVi and the Belgian plural
voting system lead to a similar outcome
whereby fathers can in fact vote several
times. However, the plural voting system is
based on principles which are opposed to
those of the ChiVi.
Universal suffrage tempered by plural voting
is a hybrid system. It originates from a com-
promise between supporters of universal

 suffrage, who were helped along by workers’
strikes and conservative circles, concerned
with maintaining the privileges that the
 suffrage granted to the favoured social classes
(based on capabilities and on ownership of
property/tax assessment).3

Political rights versus civil rights
Supporters of this system also underline the
specific nature of political rights in opposition
to civil rights. Usually political rights are
considered as ‘functional rights’. Citizens are
not granted these rights in their own interest
and for their own satisfaction, rather they
have to exercise them ‘in the interest of the
state’ or at least according to their percept ion
of this interest. Citizens exercise, by means
of these rights, the functions they have been
invested with by the Constitution.4 As far as
the right to vote is concerned, the functio-
nality of this system consists of one major
factor – taking part in the nomination of
 political authorities. 
According to the supporters of the plural
 voting system suffrage is an important
function, so obtaining it requires some
 abilities and competencies.5 This is a justifi-
cation for giving the most competent people
in society increased electoral weight. Conse-
quently those with higher levels of education
were able to exercise up to three votes each.
Real or personal property was seen as proof
of a certain financial independence and an
ability to administer one’s goods. This meant
that the owner, by means of the taxes paid,
contributed to public finances. This provid -
ed legitimate grounds for one to be able to
influence the administration of public
 finances. Moreover, because the right to vote
was deemed as a function, it was made com-
pulsory in 1893. 
The additional vote granted to the head of
the family functions via the same logic. A
 family is conceived of as a fundamental so-
cial reality, which deserves to be represented
as such. However, the system was not intend -
ed to allow the father to represent his wife
and children. As specified by article 47,
which describes the additional financial re-
quirements, it is justified through the image
of the father as an administrator, who is used

to take into consideration the interests of
 several people and whose behaviour is
 honourable.
In the then parliamentary debates, the only
explicit mention of children’s representation
by their parents is an a contrario argument
against the thesis of equality put forward by
supporters of universal suffrage. Catholic
 deputy Auguste Beernaert conceived that, “if
the absolute right to vote could be admitted
on grounds of political equality, it should be
enforced with all its consequences. Women
and children would also have their say. How -
ever, the father would exercise the child’s
right, such as for the civil rights. The father
would also exercise the woman’s right”.6

The differences between the Belgian
 plural voting right and the ChiVi
Conversely, the most interesting argument
in favour of the ChiVi is one which intends
to establish a real universal suffrage by ma-
king a distinction between the right to vote
and the exercise of that right. According to
the universality of suffrage, the right to vote
should be granted to every citizen from the
day of his/her birth. However, suffrage should
no longer be assimilated as a function, but as
an individual right which should be handled
in the same way as civil rights: when a child
is unable to exercise his/her right himself/
herself, his/her legal representative should
exercise it in his/her name. 
In reality, the principle of ChiVi came closer
to being put into practice in France than in
Belgium. Several bills were seriously discussed
by the French between World War I and
World War II. They aimed at enforcing full
universal suffrage through family voting. Of
note the National Assembly almost adopted
the following bill in 1923, proposed by
M.H. Roulleaux-Dugage: 
“Article 2: The personal exercise of the right
to vote belongs to all French citizens, men
and women, who are at least 21 years old.
Article 3: The father exercises the right to
vote for himself, for his legitimate, natural
or recognized children, male or female.”7

In actuality, although these voting systems
are based on opposite principles, the ChiVi
suffers from its similarity to the plural vot ing
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system. It produces a reactionary aspect
while the ChiVi intends to push further the
logic of the universality of suffrage. The fact
remains that, in practice, it results in an
 inequality between citizens when it comes
to casting votes. This inequality mainly ex-
plains why the ChiVi has found difficulty
gaining support. 
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New book release

This three-part book explores the situation
of young people of today in comparison to
their direct predecessors. The first part, The
Financial Situation of the Young Generation
in a Generational Comparison, deals with this
generation’s financial standing; the  second
part, The Rush Hour of Life, examines their
time restrictions. Both are considered from
a life-course perspective. The third part, On
the Path to Gerontocracy?, addresses the de-
mographic shift in favor of the elderly in
aging Western democracies.
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