
CHAPTER 10  

The Poor and Deservingness for Political 
and Social Citizenship: “Universal suffrage” 

in Finland Since 1906 

Minna Harjula 

Introduction 

The implementation of universal suffrage in Finland was early, sudden, 
and radical compared to many countries where voting rights were gradu-
ally extended. Men and women were granted the right to vote in national 
elections in 1906. The previous corporate representational system, which 
consisted of nobility, clergy, burghers, and freeholding peasants, was 
accessible to less than 10% of the population at the turn of the century.
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This system was replaced by a unicameral parliament and “one vote for 
all.”1 

The sudden change in voting rights occurred through a revolutionary 
strike movement that spread within the Russian Empire in 1905. This 
movement combined nationalist, political, and social agendas in Finland. 
Finland, with a population of three million, was an autonomous part of 
the Russian Empire from 1809 (and would remain so until 1917). Prior 
to 1809, it had been under Swedish rule. Despite the Russian Emperor 
accepting laws, Finland functioned as a “semi-state” with its own legisla-
tion, currency, fundamental institutions, and civil society, where political 
organisation and voluntary associations had been increasing.2 

Most Finnish citizens got the right to vote and stand for parliament 
in 1906, but this newfound universal suffrage was not fully inclusive. 
Approximately 10–15% of individuals over the voting age of twenty-four 
were not allowed to vote.3 Nine criteria limited suffrage in national elec-
tions. Most of these criteria were consistently followed when universal 
suffrage was eventually introduced in local elections after Finland gained 
independence in 1917 (Table 10.1). The delayed process of democratising 
the oligarchical income-based local government played a significant role 
in eroding social trust, ultimately leading to the civil war in 1918.4 

Table 10.1 shows how the exclusion criteria in national and local elections 
were mostly abandoned by the 1970s.

1 Pirkko Koskinen, “Äänioikeuden lainsäädäntöhistoriaa,” in Yksi kamari – kaksi 
sukupuolta. Suomen eduskunnan ensimmäiset naiset, eds. Pirjo Markkola and Alexandra 
Ramsay (Helsinki: Eduskunnan kirjasto, 1997), 26–41; Irma Sulkunen, “Suffrage, Nation 
and Political Mobilisation: The Finnish Case in an International Context,” in Suffrage, 
Gender and Citizenship: International Perspectives on Parliamentary Reforms, eds.  
Pirjo Markkola, Seija-Leena Nevala-Nurmi, and Irma Sulkunen (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2009), 83–105. 

2 Pertti Haapala, “The Expected and Non-Expected Roots of Chaos: Preconditions 
of the Finnish Civil War,” in The Finnish Civil War 1918: History, Memory, Legacy, 
eds. Tuomas Tepora and Aapo Roselius (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 21–35; Sulkunen, “Suf-
frage, nation,” 84–7, 93–7; Risto Alapuro, “The Construction of the Voter in Finland, 
c. 1860–1907,” Redescriptions. Yearbook of Political Thought and Conceptual History 10 
(2006): 41–54; Juhani Mylly, Edustuksellisen kansanvallan läpimurto. Suomen eduskunta 
100 vuotta. (Helsinki: Edita, 2006). 

3 Lauri Tarasti, Suomen vaalilainsäädäntö (Vantaa: Kunnallispaino, 1987), 57. 
4 Haapala, “Expected and Non-expected,” 21–50; Pertti Haapala, Kun yhteiskunta 

hajosi: Suomi 1914–1920 (Helsinki: Painatuskeskus, 1995); Alapuro,”Construction of the 
Voter,” 48–9. 
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Table 10.1 Suffrage requirements and grounds for disenfranchisement in 
Finland after the introduction of “universal suffrage” in national elections (1906) 
and local elections (1917) 

Basic requirements National elections Local elections 

Citizenship 1906– 1917–1976* 
Residency in Finland 1906–1972 
Residency in municipality 1917– 
Minimum age 1906: 24 1917: 20 

1944: 21 1919: 24 
1969: 20 1919: 21 
1972: 18 1968: 20 

1972: 18 

Grounds for disenfranchisement National elections Local elections 

Unpaid taxes or municipal payments 1906–1928 1919–1948 
Bankruptcy 1906–1928 -
Regular poor relief 1906–1944 1919–1948 
Permanent military service 1906–1944 -
Loss of civic confidence due to 
crime 

1906–1969 1917–1969 

Vagrancy (3 years after workhouse) 1906–1972 1919 
Being under guardianship 1906–1972 1917–1972 
Not registered in the population 
register 

1906–1972 1917–1990 

Convicted of election crime 1906–1995 1917–1976 

*Exceptions for citizens from Nordic countries (1976–) extended to citizens from other countries in 
the 1990s 
Sources: Tarasti, Suomen vaalilainsäädäntö, 49–56; Tarasti and Taponen, Suomen vaalilainsäädäntö, 
51–58; Soikkanen, Kunnallinen itsehallinto, 483–496; AsK 1919/105, Maalaiskuntain kunnallislaki § 
9, Kaupunkien kunnallislaki § 10 

This chapter will first analyse Finnish voting restrictions as a whole and 
delineate how exclusion criteria were connected to the economic ideals 
of a citizen. Then, I will focus on the criterion of poor relief, which 
targeted the poorest individuals. I will explore the principle, practice, and 
experience of disenfranchisement among poor relief recipients. 

Voting rights restrictions based on “pauperism” were common in 
the Nordic countries and many others. The timelines for lifting these 
restrictions varied significantly: Norway (1919), Iceland (1934), Finland
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(1944/1948), Sweden (1944), and Denmark (1961).5 The chronology 
of voting legislation alone hides the complexity of the national devel-
opment of universal suffrage. This chapter states that even though the 
criterion of poor relief was abandoned in Finland in the 1940s, all poor 
relief recipients were still not allowed to vote. The connection between 
poverty-based social benefits and the right to vote was entirely abolished 
only in 1970. 

Understanding how voting restrictions shaped the relationship 
between the individual and society requires contextualisation beyond just 
looking at voting legislation. In line with T.H. Marshall’s idea of inter-
dependence between civil, political, and social citizenship, I propose that 
changes to voting rights were closely linked to reconfigurations in civil 
and social aspects of citizenship. Ruth Lister’s conceptualisation of the 
informal dimension of citizenship as belonging and participation expands 
my analysis to cover the social meaning of voting restrictions. Lister high-
lights how tensions between inclusivity and exclusivity lead to varying 
hierarchical levels of citizenship. Ensin Isin’s focus on citizenship as acts 
and practice allows for analysing everyday local processes where voting 
rights and restrictions were negotiated. The concept of “lived citizen-
ship,” with its emphasis on experience, combines the formulations of 
citizenship as status, belonging, and everyday practice.6 

Since research material storing expressions of how voter exclusion was 
lived and experienced is fragmented, my focus in this chapter will be to 
discuss the sociocultural context that sets the limits and frameworks for 
lived citizenship.7 The analysis is based on parliamentary records, govern-
mental committee memoranda, and newspapers and journals by and for

5 See Larsen’s, Kristjánsdóttir’s, Rasmussen’s and Cottrell-Sundevall’s chapters in this 
volume. 

6 T.H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class and Other Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1950); Ruth Lister, Citizenship: Feminist perspectives (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Ruth Lister et al., Gendering Citizenship in Western Europe: 
New Challenges for Citizenship Research in a Cross-National Context (Bristol: Policy Press, 
2007); Engin Isin and Greg Nielsen, Acts of Citizenship (London and New York: Zed 
Books, 2008); Kirsi Pauliina Kallio, Bronwyn Elisabeth Wood, and Jouni Häkli, “Lived 
Citizenship: Conceptualising an Emerging Field,” Citizenship Studies 24, no. 6 (2020): 
713–29. 

7 Heikki Kokko and Minna Harjula, “Social History of Experiences: A Theoretical-
Methodological Approach,” in Experiencing Society and the Lived Welfare State,” eds. 
Pertti Haapala, Minna Harjula, and Heikki Kokko (Cham: Palgrave, 2023), 17–40. 
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public administration officials and lawyers.8 By applying deservingness— 
a concept developed within welfare studies9 —as an analytic lens, I will 
show how the strict reciprocity, which defined a vote as a reward for 
fulfilled responsibilities, was replaced by the idea of equality-based indi-
vidual rights. Using a conceptualisation from the history of experiences, 
these competing views can be seen as two societal “layers of experience.” 
These two layers carried divergent interpretations of the individual-society 
relationship and resulted in complex and changing lived citizenship of the 
poor.10 The analysis of the long-term exclusion of paupers from voting in 
Finland will nuance the prevalent historical interpretation of the Finnish 
welfare state’s development.11 

Nine Voting Restrictions and More: 

Defining Deservingness for Political Rights 

The right to vote and stand as a candidate for parliament was granted to 
“every Finnish citizen, both man and woman, who has turned twenty-
four before the election year” in 1906. According to historian Irma 
Sulkunen, the early inclusion of women reflected the view of men and

8 The chapter builds on and develops further my earlier research. More detailed 
information about the primary sources can be found in: Minna Harjula, “Kelvoton 
valtiokansalaiseksi? Yleisen äänioikeuden rajoitukset ja äänioikeusanomukset Suomessa 
1906–1917,” Historiallinen Aikakauskirja 104, no. 4 (2006): 368–81; Minna Harjula, 
Excluded from Universal Suffrage: Finland after 1906,” in Suffrage, Gender and Citizen-
ship: International Perspectives on Parliamentary Reform, eds. Irma Sulkunen, Seija-Leena 
Nevala-Nurmi, and Pirjo Markkola (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009) 
106–19; Minna Harjula, “Köyhä, kelvoton, kansalainen? Köyhäinapu yleisen äänioikeuden 
esteenä Suomessa,” Janus 18, no. 1 (2010): 4–19. Newspapers and journals until 1944, 
see “Digital Collections National Library of Finland,” accessed June 16, 2022, https:// 
digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/etusivu?set_language=en. 

9 See Tijs Laenen, Federica Rossetti and Wim van Oorschot, “Why Deservingness 
Theory Needs Qualitative Research: Comparing Focus Group Discussions on Social 
Welfare in Three Welfare Regimes,” International Journal of Comparative Sociology 60, 
no. 3 (2019): 190–216; Carlo Michael Knotz et al., “A Recast Framework for Welfare 
Deservingness Perceptions,” Social Indicators Research (2022). https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
s11205-021-02774-9. 

10 Kokko and Harjula, “Social history of experiences”. 
11 Finland in comparison, see Pauli Kettunen, “The Nordic welfare state in Finland,” 

Scandinavian Journal of History 26, no. 3 (2001): 225–47. 

https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/etusivu%3Fset_language%3Den
https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/etusivu%3Fset_language%3Den
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-021-02774-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-021-02774-9
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women as a working team in the agrarian economy, where social move-
ments aiming for nation-state building via temperance and self-education 
were not divided by gender. Thus, the development of Finnish democracy 
differed from older, more “advanced” Western nation-states.12 

Setting Finnish citizenship and voting age as requirements for voting 
had two major implications. Firstly, a high age limit of twenty-four 
was utilised to exclude young voters, particularly women deemed more 
susceptible to political unrest. This restriction also had a clear class dimen-
sion, excluding half of the working-class from suffrage. Secondly, Finnish 
citizenship was contingent upon adherence to the Christian faith. The 
small ethnic minorities of Jews and Tatars could only obtain citizenship 
and voting rights from 1918 and 1919 onwards. On the other hand, the 
Sami people, as an indigenous group, were recognised as citizens and 
possessed the right to vote.13 

The main principle of universal suffrage came with special reasons for 
excluding individuals.14 As a political right, voting was seen differently 
from civil rights: instead of individual private benefit, voting involved 
the nation’s public interest. According to legal authorities in Finland, 
some individuals were “worthless” or “incapable” of voting. Legal experts 
argued that the universal aspect of suffrage was not jeopardised even if 
some citizens were excluded for special reasons, as long as whole groups 
of people were not excluded because of their class, wealth, or education.15 

Significantly, many exclusion criteria for voting rights were inherited 
from the previous oligarchical representational system. When the Finnish 
parliament, operating under the Russian Empire, began regular sessions

12 AsK (Finlands Legislation Collection), VPJ (Parliament Act) 1906/26 § 5; Sulkunen, 
“Suffrage, Nation,” 88–103; Irma Sulkunen, “Suffrage, gender and citizenship in Finland: 
A comparative perspective,” Nord Europa Forum no. 1 (2007), 27–44. 

13 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 107, 110; Tuttu Tarkiainen, “Eduskunnan valitseminen 
1907–1963,” in Suomen kansanedustuslaitoksen historia IX (Helsinki: Eduskunnan histo-
riakomitea, 1971), 20–8; Haapala, Kun yhteiskunta hajosi, 143. Minna Harjula, Johanna 
Annola and Laura Ekholm, Etniset ja sosiaaliset vähemmistöt Suomessa. In Suomalaisen 
yhteiskunnan historia 1400–2000 II , eds. Pirjo Markkola et al. (Tampere: Vastapaino, 
2021), 294–9. 

14 Ask VPJ 1906/26 § 5. 
15 Arvid Neovius, Lyhyt yleiskatsaus valtiolliseen vaalioikeuteen eri maissa (Helsinki: 

Frenckell, 1906), 3; Rafael Erich, Yleisen äänioikeuden rajoituksista. Lakimies 6 no. 3 
(1908): 111–37; Y. W. Puhakka, ”Äänioikeus,” in Valtiotieteiden käsikirja IV (Helsinki: 
Tietosanakirja-osakeyhtiö, 1924), 703. 
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in 1863, it followed the old legislation and traditions from the Swedish 
regime. Despite Sweden’s transition to a bicameral system in 1866, the 
reformed Parliament Act in Finland (1869) still maintained the four-estate 
structure. This act identified guardianship, bankruptcy, lack of registra-
tion in the population register for taxpayers, loss of civic confidence, and 
election crimes as grounds for voting restrictions. These ideas of wealth, 
taxpaying ability, and blameless life as criteria for political citizenship left 
an imprint in the new legislation of 1906.16 These ideas can be seen 
as a “layer of experience” which—as widely circulated and legitimated 
everyday experiential knowledge—was institutionalised as the structures 
of society and still had a presence within the new reform.17 The earlier 
model managed fears among the ruling elite due to the sudden increase 
in voters from 125,000 to over 1 million.18 

Three of the nine voting restrictions—poor relief, vagrancy, and 
permanent military service—were new and specially designed for universal 
suffrage reform in 1906. People who did not have a socially acceptable 
lifestyle were categorised as vagrants and faced a loss of voting rights 
for 3 years following their workhouse sentence. Exclusion based on mili-
tary service only impacted Finnish officers serving in the Russian army, as 
Finland did not have its own national army or compulsory military service 
in the early twentieth century. This differed from Sweden, where men 
who had not served in the military were barred from voting in 1909. In 
the context of growing nationalism in Finland, the intention was to sepa-
rate the military from politics. Additionally, the disciplined nature of the 
military was believed to hinder independent political thinking.19 

Voters had to earn their right to vote by fulfilling several condi-
tions linked to their economic and moral agency. In welfare studies, 
the concept of deservingness has been used to conceptualise the criteria

16 AsK 1869/11 § 14; Koskinen, “Äänioikeuden lainsäädäntöhistoriaa,” 27–9, 37; O. 
Seitkari, “Edustuslaitoksen uudistus 1906,” in Suomen kansanedustuslaitoksen historia V , 
Helsinki: Eduskunnan historiakomitea, 1958) 83–4; Mylly, “Edustuksellisen kansanvallan,” 
11, 32–46, 149–51. 

17 Kokko and Harjula, “Social history of experiences”. 
18 Koskinen, “Äänioikeuden läpimurto,” 29, 37. 
19 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 109; Tarkiainen, “Eduskunnan valitseminen,” 28–30; 

Mylly, “Edustuksellisen kansanvallan,” 151, 205–206. See Cottrell-Sundevall’s chapter in 
this volume. 
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defining access to and acceptability of social rights.20 Similarly, deserv-
ingness for political rights was defined by voting restrictions. Based on 
arguments surrounding voting restrictions in 1906, I have categorised 
failed deservingness into two spheres—economic and criminal—and into 
two aspects—lacking independence and contribution—in Fig. 10.1. 

Most exclusion criteria for voting were primarily based on economic 
qualifications. In addition to landowners being subject to a tax require-
ment, every Finn between the ages of 16 and 63 was obligated to pay a 
small personal tax called “henkiraha” during the early twentieth century. 
Failure to pay this tax for two consecutive years resulted in losing voting 
rights. Bankruptcy was seen as an indication of ineffective economic 
management, while regularly relying on poor relief indicated a lack of self-
sufficiency. Furthermore, citizens who owned property could be placed 
under guardianship by court order if they were deemed incapable of 
handling their finances due to old age, mental illness, or alcoholism.21 

The dotted lines on the left in Fig. 10.1 indicate that crime-based 
criteria often had a link to a person’s socio-economic agency. Election 
crime mainly consisted of selling or buying votes. The loss of “civic 
confidence” that resulted from serious crime restricted political and civil

Fig. 10.1 Aspects of failed deservingness in voting legislation in Finland, 1906. 
Source: AsK VPJ 1906/26 § 5 

20 Laenen, Rossetti and van Oorschot, “Why deservingness theory”; Knotz et al., 
“Recast framework”. 

21 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 108–109. 
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rights after the person was released from prison. This criterion was widely 
implemented after the civil war in 1918 when over 60 000 low-income 
working-class men were imprisoned due to being part of rebellions 
who lost the war. People sentenced to workhouses as vagrants were 
often women in prostitution or from the Roma minority, whose lifestyle 
differed from the societal ideal. Additionally, Roma and other individuals 
without permanent residence faced the highest risk of missing registra-
tion in the local population register, a requirement for voting rights. 
Thus, even requiring registration was linked to a person’s socio-economic 
contribution.22 

In addition to the nine officially recognised exclusion criteria, two 
restrictions were considered self-evident and thus not explicitly enshrined 
in legislation but rather implemented in practice. Firstly, it was commonly 
accepted that individuals with mental illnesses, whether under guardian-
ship or not, lacked the legal capacity to vote. Secondly, Finnish legislation 
did not explicitly state that prisoners were excluded from voting. It was 
understood as a self-evident restriction since prisoners did not have prac-
tical means to exercise their voting rights while incarcerated.23 Both 
groups were perceived as incapable of developing independent political 
opinions and as economic and moral burdens to society. 

Figure 10.1 shows how lacking independence and contribution were 
deeply intertwined aspects of failed deservingness for political citizenship. 
In examining social citizenship, the concept of reciprocity refers to how 
an individual has contributed to society in the past or is expected to 
contribute in the future, such as through tax payments and employment. 
It is considered a crucial factor in determining deservingness judgements 
for social benefits. Similarly, in studies on suffrage, Jonas Hultin Rosen-
berg and Fia Sundevall have emphasised the importance of economic

22 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 109–110; Tiina Kinnunen, “A Danger to the State and 
Society: Effects of the Civil War on Red Women’s Civil Rights in Finland in 1918,” in 
Suffrage, Gender and Citizenship: International Perspectives on Parliamentary Reform, eds. 
Irma Sulkunen, Seija-Leena Nevala-Nurmi and Pirjo Markkola (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2009), 177–92; Marjatta Rahikainen, “Miten kansakunta pidetään 
puhtaana: rotuhygienia ja äänioikeuden epääminen” In Kansakunnat murroksessa: Glob-
alisoitumisen ja äärioikeistolaistumisen haasteet, ed. Anne Ahonen (Tampere: Rauhan- ja 
konfliktintutkimuskeskus, 1995), 31; Harjula, Annola and Ekholm, “Etniset ja sosiaaliset 
vähemmistöt,” 306–12. 

23 KM (Committee Report) 1906:12, Eduskunnanuudistamiskomitealta, 71. 
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contributivism based on reciprocity.24 Besides the capacity to act inde-
pendently (both economically and morally), the ideal voter would also be 
a useful member of the nation-state. 

The Poor and Voting: Two Opposite Views 

of Citizenship in the Early Twentieth Century 

Disenfranchisement on the grounds of receiving poor relief was one of 
the most controversial voting restrictions and revealed the complex rela-
tionship between social and political citizenship. Unlike modern social 
benefits, poor relief was not a social right enriching the status of a citizen 
in the early twentieth century. Quite the contrary, poor relief was essen-
tially a loan, although the legal obligation to pay it back was not always 
realised in practice. Each applicant’s deservingness and required level of 
assistance was assessed on a case-by-case basis. Aid recipients had their civil 
rights restricted, as they were placed under the local poor relief board’s 
authority.25 

While an international comparison of voting systems in 1906 revealed 
that the exclusion of poor relief recipients from suffrage was common in 
many countries,26 their exclusion from universal suffrage was not unan-
imously accepted in Finland. Two opposing views emerged, reflecting 
divergent perspectives on the relationship between the citizen and the 
state. 

The exclusion of poor relief recipients reflected the view that “pau-
pers” were immoral and incapable citizens whose lack of independence 
and contribution to society rendered them incapable of making voting 
decisions. The starting point of the Poor Relief Act 1879 was that “every 
man or woman who is capable of working shall be obliged to support

24 Laenen, Rossetti, and van Oorschot, “Why deservingness theory”; Knotz et al., 
“Recast framework”; Jonas Hultin Rosenberg and Fia Sundevall, “Contributivist Views 
on Democratic Inclusion: On Economic Contribution as a Condition for the Right to 
Vote,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 2022. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13698230.2022.2104552. 

25 Mirja Satka, Making Social Citizenship: Conceptual Practices from the Finnish Poor 
Law to Professional Social Work. (Jyväskylä: SoPhi, 1995), 22–6; Minna Harjula, Hoitoon-
pääsyn hierarkiat : Terveyskansalaisuus ja terveyspalvelut Suomessa 1900-luvulla (Tampere: 
Tampere University Press, 2015), 221–9; Kaarlo Tuori and Toomas Kotkas, Sosiaalioikeus 
(Helsinki: Talentum Pro, 2016), 92–100. 

26 Neovius, Lyhyt  katsaus, 13. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2022.2104552
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2022.2104552
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him/herself and his/her under-aged children.”27 As poor relief recipients 
were under the guardianship of the local poor relief board, they were 
equated with people who were similarly disenfranchised because of court-
ordered guardianship. Legal guardianship and poor relief can be seen as 
two parallel systems: legal guardianship concerned those who had prop-
erty, while local poor relief was targeted at those without financial means. 
The Poor Relief Act (1879–1921) pointed out that the practice was a 
special kind of guardianship: the target group for poor relief was “under-
aged, mentally weak, crippled, chronically ill, old and infirm who lacked 
a guardian.”28 Rafael Erich, a professor in constitutional law, wrote in 
1908 that the exclusion of “paupers” and those under legal guardianship 
resulted from their special legal status and their lacking civic prowess and 
a sense of civic responsibility. He argued that the need for poor relief was 
often caused by the person’s own negligence and moral inferiority.29 

Eugenics and the fear of degeneration, prevalent in Western coun-
tries during this time, also influenced Finland’s voting rights discourse. 
As historian Marjatta Rahikainen has stated, voting restrictions were a 
symbolic cleansing of the nation.30 Eugenics defined biological and moral 
conditions for citizenship and considered the poor—among many other 
groups—a threat to the nation. High-ranking officials in charge of poor 
relief in Finland attributed the rising costs of poor relief to degeneration. 
During the civil war, in 1918, the rebellious “Reds” were labelled degen-
erate individuals, and prominent eugenics advocates proposed replacing 
universal suffrage with voting rights based on biological capabilities.31 

These discussions emphasised reciprocity as the key to deservingness and 
strongly supported restricting political citizenship for the impoverished. 

An opposing argument was spearheaded by the Social Democratic 
Party, whose potential voters came from the low-income rural and urban 
working-class. The exclusion of people receiving poor relief was viewed as

27 AsK 1879/10 § 1. Translation by Satka, Making, 20. 
28 AsK 1879/10 § 2, § 31; KM 1906:12, 125–6; Sini Korpela, Holhouksesta edun-

valvontaan. Helsingin kaupungin holhouslautakunta 1866–1999 (Helsinki: Helsingin 
kaupunginmuseo, 1999) 50–52, 63; Tarkiainen,”Eduskunnan valitseminen,” 42–43. 

29 Erich,”Yleisen äänioikeuden,” 132. 
30 Rahikainen,”Miten kansakunta,” 25. 
31 Markku Mattila, “Rotuhygienia ja kansalaisuus,” in Kansalaisuus ja kansanterveys, 

eds. Ilpo Helén and Mikko Jauho (Helsinki: Gaudeamus, 2003), 110–116; Harjula, 
“Köyhä, kelvoton,” 10. 
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inhumane and unjust, a disgrace to society,32 and was criticised for having 
a “clear class-based character, as in practice it will target the working-
class, sick, and elderly people only.”33 The peasant-dominated party, “Old 
Finns,” emphasised that many respectable citizens required poor relief 
due to the absence of old age pensions and national health insurance in 
Finland.34 Due to the lack of social security, critics deemed the exclu-
sion of elderly poor relief recipients as a humiliating and embittering 
deprivation of citizenship, threatening their belonging to the nation and 
society: 

It is unnatural, even partly criminal, to stigmatise these decent citizens in 
the evening of their lives so that they are deprived of everything that makes 
them a citizen. Such conduct punishes people because of their poverty, and 
poverty is still not a crime.35 

When the workers have worked hard for society in their prime, lost their 
health and ability to work in drudgery, and have been forced to receive 
help from society, there is no moral right to push them outside society.36 

Even for the bourgeois political parties, excluding poor relief recipients 
posed a problem. It was considered practically impossible to differentiate 
between those whose poverty was self-inflicted and those who were not 
at fault.37 

A new interpretation of poverty redefined it as a social risk, necessi-
tating societal protection. Advocates for inclusive voting argued that lack 
of wealth did not equate to incompetence, as even the poorest made 
valuable contributions to their community. Poor relief was seen as a 
pension-like right for low-wage workers unable to save for old age.38 

32 For example: Tekla T., “Turun naisten yleinen äänioikeuskokous,” Palvelijatarlehti, 
May 1, 1906, 139–40; “Äänioikeusrajoituksen merkitys,” 1906. Savon Työmies, December 
11, 1906, 2. 

33 VP (Parliamentary Records) 1919, Liitteet I, Perustuslakivaliokunta I,3, Edusk. esit. 
N:o 6, 37.  

34 KM 1906:12, 69; Seitkari, “Edustuslaitoksen uudistus,” 84; Tarkiainen, “Eduskunnan 
valitseminen,” 38–41. 

35 VP 1905–06, Asiakirjat II, Per.lakivaliok. miet. no 1, vastalause I, 5–6. 
36 VP 1925, Pöytäkirjat I, 45. 
37 “Kunnallis-olojemme uudistus,” Wiipuri, March 25, 1908, 1. 
38 VP 1921, Pöytäkirjat III, 3023; VP 1925, Pöytäkirjat I, 434–458; Harjula, ”Köyhä, 

kelvoton,” 11.
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This view emphasised that poor relief recipients were honourable and 
competent citizens who deserved the trust and respect of society.39 

As the local government—municipality—was responsible for organ-
ising poor relief, the question was whether poor residents were only a 
burden to the municipality or if they could have a say in organising 
the local practice of giving poor relief.40 Between 1917 and 1919, the 
introduction of universal suffrage in local elections led to three different 
versions of voting restrictions due to the changing political landscape. 
The initial municipal election law, drafted mainly by the Social Demo-
cratic Party in 1917, granted the local vote to all recipients of poor relief. 
However, this broad interpretation of local universal suffrage was short-
lived, with only guardianship, election crime, and lost civic confidence 
serving as restrictions. In 1919, after the civil war, a stringent interpre-
tation emerged that excluded paupers and those with limited means who 
did not have local tax obligations. Five months later, a new compromise 
aligned local exclusion criteria with national criteria, preventing poor relief 
recipients and tax defaulters from voting. These rapid changes highlight 
the contentious nature of voting rights in a politically divided country. 

The Unclear Terminology of Poor Relief 

and the Practice of Exclusion Until the 1940s 

In the legislation of 1906, individuals who received regular or ongoing 
poor relief were excluded from participating in national elections. 
However, those who received occasional or temporary relief were not 
subject to this exclusion.41 In contrast to Sweden, where all poor relief 
recipients who had not repaid the loan-like financial aid were disenfran-
chised until 1921, Finnish legislation was less severe. However, since 
official terminology and poor relief policies at the local level were only 
gradually taking shape, the implementation of voting restrictions was

39 “Kunnalliskodin hoidokkien kunnian puolesta,” Huoltaja 13, no. 7 (1925): 70. 
40 On municipal government: Hannu Soikkanen, Kunnallinen itsehallinto kansanvallan 

perusta: Maalaiskuntien itsehallinnon historia (Helsinki: Maalaiskuntien liitto, 1966), 483– 
492; Haapala, Kun yhteiskunta hajosi, 32–36. 

41 AsK VPJ 1906/26 § 5. 
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open to many interpretations. Similar problems were faced in Sweden 
when it applied the same kind of restriction policy as Finland in 1921.42 

The ambiguity surrounding the distinction between occasional or 
temporary and regular poor relief created uncertainty in determining the 
boundaries of suffrage exclusions. According to G.A. Helsingius, a promi-
nent figure in social administration, receiving poor relief was considered 
regular if the aid was provided repeatedly and lasted for more than a 
year, while relief received for shorter periods and on an irregular basis 
was deemed temporary. However, the lack of clear definitions led to the 
imprecise local implementation of voter exclusion. Oral history accounts 
and parliamentary records indicate that even temporary poor relief could 
lead to losing voting rights.43 

Defining and proving aid recipients within a family presented another 
challenge. According to the legislation, only individuals who received 
personal poor relief were ineligible to vote. However, cases were reported 
where poor relief given to children or spouses had affected the voting 
right of the husbands. As local officials typically maintained records under 
the father’s name, it is likely that men, being the heads of households, 
could be disenfranchised due to aid given to other family members. 
Nevertheless, Finnish voting legislation generally considered spouses 
as independent individuals. In contrast, Norway followed a household 
principle: both adults would lose their voting rights due to poor relief.44 

As statutes (Fig. 10.2) in local elections were slightly different 
compared to national elections in the late 1910s, implementation of 
voter exclusion remained unclear. Despite harmonised terminology in 
local and national elections during the 1920s, new concepts still left 
room for varied interpretations of regulations. First, the concept of full 
poor relief remained ambiguous. Second, the concept of vuosihoidokki— 
roughly translated to “annual ward/inmate”– could be referring either 
to aid that lasted longer than 1 year or to the type of aid. In the

42 Fia Sundevall, “Pengar och medborgarrätt: Om rösträttens ekonomiska diskvalika-
tionsgrunder,” Arbetarhistoria 44, no. 2–3 (2019): 43–4. 

43 Gust. Ad. Helsingius, Köyhäinhoidon käsikirja (Porvoo: Holger Schildt, 1917), 57– 
58; Elli Tavastähti, Köyhäinhoidon käsikirja (Porvoo: WSOY, 1926), 200–1; Jukka Eenilä, 
ed., Ruotiukkoja ja huutolaisia: Muistikuvia entisajan sosiaalihuollosta (Helsinki: Tammi, 
1971) 132; VP 1919, Liitteet I, Per.lakivaliokunta I,3, Edusk. esit. N:o 6, 37. 

44 Rahikainen, “Miten kansakunta,” 26–27; Harjula,”Köyhä, kelvoton,” 8–9; Larsen’s 
chapter in this volume. 
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latter meaning, it could refer either to an out-of-home placement in an 
institution or include a placement in a family.45 

In practice, the voting right of a poor relief recipient was defined indi-
vidually in each election. The right to vote was based on the electoral 
register, which the local electoral committee compiled using population 
registers and information from local officials. People who found their 
name missing from the electoral register could apply for the right to vote 
two weeks before the election. Although newspapers and political parties 
actively spread information, people were not always aware of the need 
to check the electoral registers. This meant that many people only found 
out about their exclusion on election day. Additionally, as approximately 
30% of the population aged fifteen and above lacked the ability to write 
in 1920, it hindered their ability and confidence to challenge the elec-
toral board.46 According to a newspaper from the east of Finland, 20%

Fig. 10.2 Different regulations for exclusion of poor relief recipients in Finnish 
national and local elections (1906–1948) 
Sources: AsK VPJ 1906/26 § 5; AsK VPJ 1928/7 § 6; AsK 1919/105 
Maalaiskuntain kunnallislaki § 9, Kaupunkien kunnallislaki § 10; AsK 1925/71 
§ 9; AsK 1925/72 § 10 

45 Harjula, “Köyhä, kelvoton,” 9–10. 
46 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 111, 113; “Aluetoimikunnille,” Kansan Lehti. May 5, 

1908, 2; “Onko nimenne vaaliluettelossa,” Aamulehti, May 13, 1908, 2; STV (Statistical 
Yearbook of Finland) 1932, 46–7. 
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of eligible voters in a remote rural voting district were excluded from the 
first national election due to unpaid taxes or poor relief. However, no 
applications for voting rights were submitted due to a lack of skills.47 

In the application process to get their missing name on the elec-
toral register, the burden of proof was on the applicant. As a result, the 
local electoral committees and poor relief boards could exercise polit-
ical power in compiling the electoral registers. For example, the Social 
Democratic newspaper in the industrial city of Tampere criticised these 
local committees, accusing them of being “weapons of bourgeois parties” 
and intentionally working to suppress the number of leftist voters.48 

Such an accusation highlights the powerful political role of the electoral 
committees. 

In the 1908 national elections, there were 1317 suffrage applications 
across all exclusion categories. Compared to 1.27 million eligible voters 
and 817,000 votes given in the election, the number of applications was 
small. However, the fact that these applications were submitted highlights 
the importance of suffrage to these individuals. The highest application 
activity was observed in the metropolitan area of Helsinki and the Häme 
region surrounding the industrial city of Tampere. Across the country, 
27% of suffrage applicants were granted the right to vote. A case study 
from Häme revealed that one-fifth of all applications were rejected due 
to procedural errors such as missing signatures and late submissions. This 
indicates the difficulties faced by ordinary people in asserting their rights. 
In Häme, 12 poor relief recipients navigated the application process, with 
only two being granted the right to vote, while the remaining ten appli-
cants could not demonstrate that the local electoral committee had no 
grounds for their exclusion.49 

Due to the lack of statistics, the total number of suffrage exclusions 
based on poor relief can only be estimated. Regular poor relief was given 
to approximately 30,000 persons above voting age in 1907 and 55,000 
persons in 1937.50 Since even people with temporary poor relief could 
sometimes be stripped of their right to vote, these figures show that

47 “Äänioikeusrajoituksen merkitys,” Savon Työmies, December 11, 1906, 2. 
48 “Varovaisuus tarpeen,” Kansan Lehti, June 26, 1908, 1–2; “Vaalilain puutteita,” 

Kansan Lehti, June 27, 1908: 1. 
49 Harjula, “Excluded from,” 112–5. 
50 SVT (Official Statistics of Finland) XXI A 15 Köyhäinhoitotilasto 1907; SVT (Official 

Statistics of Finland) XXI A 1 Huoltotilasto 1937. 
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exclusion was not a marginal feature, as stated by the advocates of voting 
restrictions.51 

According to poor relief statistics, most impoverished people needed 
aid for old age or health-related reasons until the 1970s.52 In their 
extensive database analysis from the national election in 1911, Elina 
Einiö, Hanna Wass, and Miia Heinonen have indicated that women— 
and especially older women—faced the loss of voting rights more often 
than men due to poor relief. Female widows and single mothers had 
to turn to poor relief due to the lack of national social insurance.53 

Furthermore, individuals with disabilities faced a heightened risk of disen-
franchisement. Compared to the overall population living on poor relief, 
which accounted for approximately 4–5% in the 1930s, the proportion 
of disabled individuals who were entirely dependent on poor relief was 
significantly higher. It ranged from 20% among those classified as blind 
and physically disabled to 30–50% among those with learning disabilities 
and mental illness.54 

In his analysis of the construction of the Finnish voter, sociologist Risto 
Alapuro discusses how the dignity and importance of the act of voting 
were demonstrated by dressing up in one’s best clothes. The voting act 
and the ballot’s secrecy represented a voter’s independence. Voters had 
high expectations for societal reforms, which gave special significance to 
their vote in the early twentieth century.55 In this context, the exclusion 
from national political citizenship added an extra dimension of shame 
to those who were already ashamed to be receiving poor relief. Local 
exclusion from voting also intensified the experience of being a worthless 
outsider (Fig. 10.3).

51 KM 1906:12, 68; Erich, “Yleisen äänioikeuden,”131. 
52 Harjula, “Hoitoonpääsyn hierarkiat,” 64. 
53 Elina Einiö, Hanna Wass, and Miia Heinonen, “Political Exclusions Attributable to 

Poor Relief in Early Twentieth-Century Finland,” Population 73, no. 1 (2018): 137–153. 
54 Harjula, “Köyhä, kelvoton,” 10. 
55 Alapuro, “Construction of the Voter,” 55–61. 
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Fig. 10.3 The polling station for parliamentary elections at an elementary 
school in a small rural election district in Finland, 1916. 
Photo: J.A. Aho, Finnish Heritage Agency 

The Right to Vote Is Allowed 

by Electoral Legislation but Denied 

by  the Poor  Law in the  1940s  

During the social context of World War II, a gradual shift towards 
expanded voting rights occurred. The increased need for social assis-
tance during the war led to a reinterpretation of deservingness criteria for 
political and social rights. As a result, the exclusion based on poor relief 
was eliminated in national (1944) and local (1948) elections. Simultane-
ously, military personnel gained the right to vote, and the voting age was 
lowered from 24 to 21 in national elections, aligning with the practice 
already established in local elections since 1919.56 

56 AsK VPJ 1944/839 § 6; AsK 1948/642 § 15.
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The removal of poor relief as an exclusion criterion from electoral 
legislation was a significant change. It was seen by left-wing members 
of parliament as a recognition that individuals who could not support 
themselves were now considered equal to all other members of society.57 

However, it was only a practical solution that simply harmonised and 
simplified legislation concerning poor relief and voting, not a sign of the 
breakthrough of welfare ideology. The parliament accepted the removal of 
poor relief as an exclusion category without opposition as it was “at least 
in practice, without great significance.” There was still a way of preventing 
a group of paupers from voting. According to the Poor Relief Act (1922– 
1956), people who were taken under the “full care” of the municipality 
for the rest of their lives remained under the guardianship of the local 
poor relief board. Therefore, the criterion of guardianship could be used 
to prevent political citizenship of the poor (see Fig. 10.4).58 

The enduring voting restriction in Finland reflects the gradual and 
slow expansion of social rights compared to other Nordic countries. In 
the early stages of social benefits, there were significant institutional and 
ideological connections to the existing system of poor relief. For example, 
the Maternity benefit (1938) for women with limited means explicitly 
excluded women whose child was born while they were placed in “per-
manent, i.e., continuous full care of poor relief,” or in a workhouse or 
prison. This exclusion suggests that those classified as permanent poor 
relief recipients were seen as a distinct and marginalised group whose 
motherhood was not deemed deserving of “a special gift from the state,” 
as the benefit was called. Similarly, the benefit for large families (1943) 
was granted only to families deemed to “raise mentally and physically 
healthy members of society.” While the benefit was aimed at rescuing such 
families from the stigmatisation of poor relief, the families whose physical 
or mental health did not meet these demands were not seen as worthy of 
the new benefit. The ongoing exclusion of poor relief recipients echoed 
the reciprocal idea that individuals had to prove their deservingness to

57 VP 1946, liitteet VII:15, Toiv.al.no 61. Pirkko-Liisa Rauhala, Miten sosiaalipalvelut 
ovat tulleet osaksi suomalaista sosiaaliturvaa (Tampere: Tampereen yliopisto, 1996), 98–9; 
Anneli Anttonen and Jorma Sipilä, Suomalaista sosiaalipolitiikkaa (Tampere: Vastapaino, 
2000), 64. 

58 VP 1944, Pöytäkirjat I, 780, 800; Ask 1922/145 § 59.
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Fig. 10.4 The criterion of guardianship as voter exclusion in Finland, 1906– 
1972 
Sources: Ask 1922/145 § 59; AsK 1956/116 § 52; AsK 1970/275; AsK VPJ 
26/1906 § 6; AsK VPJ 1972/357 § 6

receive state support and obtain national and municipal political rights. 
This created hierarchical social and political citizenship.59 

The Development of More Inclusive Voting 

Practices as Part of Building the Welfare State 

The introduction of universal social benefits, such as cash child benefits 
for all children (1948) and national pension (1956), sparked contro-
versy regarding excluding poor relief recipients from voting. Universalism 
started challenging the strict prerequisite of reciprocity for welfare deserv-
ingness by creating a more abstract relationship between citizen and

59 Minna Harjula, “Encountering Benefits for Families: Layers of Lived Social Citizen-
ship in Finland in the 1930–40s,” in Lived institutions as history of experience, eds. Johanna 
Annola, Hanna Lindberg and Pirjo Markkola (Cham: Palgrave, forthcoming). 



10 THE POOR AND DESERVINGNESS FOR POLITICAL … 245

state.60 Thus, universalism in social security was linked to a parallel 
reformulation of political citizenship. 

The disenfranchisement of poor relief recipients due to guardianship 
posed significant concerns for poor relief institutions during the late 
1940s and 1950s. Municipal homes, formerly known as poor houses, 
operated as parallel establishments to hospitals; however, their primary 
emphasis centred on providing maintenance and basic care rather than 
curative treatment. Municipal homes usually encompassed a general 
department, an infirmary for those who were ill, and a department for 
those who were categorised as mentally ill, all primarily accommodating 
elderly individuals and individuals with mental illnesses and disabilities.61 

By law, municipal homes were aimed at caring for paupers, but in practice, 
even self-funding residents were accepted. Usually, only those who had 
property were put under the guardianship of the poor relief board, which 
would authorise the board to take care of their finances. The absurd result 
was that an inmate with no financial means could have the right to vote 
while his or her roommate with some property could be excluded.62 The 
practical question of guardianship escalated in 1956, when all those older 
than sixty-five or incapable of work were granted the national pension.63 

Reforming the Poor Relief Act was a practical solution. According to 
the new Public Welfare Act (1957), municipal homes were legally allowed 
to accept self-funding residents. Municipal homes changed from institu-
tions for the poor to elder care facilities, regardless of the person’s wealth. 
The distinction between poor relief recipients and self-funding residents 
became less clear within municipal homes as the public welfare, referred to 
as maintenance assistance or “huoltoapu” in Finnish, was no longer char-
acterised as a loan. No charges were imposed on the recipient or their 
relatives in cases where the need for relief stemmed from a chronic illness 
or similar circumstances. 

Additionally, only residents in mental hospitals or mental departments 
within municipal homes were placed under the guardianship of the local 
board, while all other individuals receiving public welfare retained their

60 Harjula, “Encountering Benefits”. 
61 Harjula, “Hoitoonpääsyn hierarkiat,” 105–7, 167–76, 211–12. 
62 Harjula, “Hoitoonpääsyn hierarkiat,” 227–9; Harjula,”Köyhä, kelvoton,” 12. 
63 Harjula, “Köyhä, kelvoton,” 12. 
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right to vote.64 According to the law drafting committee for the Public 
Welfare Act, putting welfare recipients under guardianship was “inappli-
cable from a modern standpoint.” As a part of a major reform of poor 
relief, the change of guardianship was accepted without any discussion in 
the Finnish parliament.65 

The political participation of many institutionalised people was still 
limited because voting was only possible at polling stations on a specific 
election day. It was estimated that 25,000 hospitalised patients had no 
access to polling stations in the 1950s. Voting in hospitals and the infir-
maries of municipal homes became possible in 1955, but voters needed 
a document from the municipality where they were registered as resi-
dents. However, three-quarters of municipal home residents still had no 
voting access. The general departments in municipal homes were accepted 
as polling stations in local elections in 1964 and in national elections in 
1969. In 1969, the introduction of voting in advance at post offices and 
institutions improved accessibility to the voting process.66 

In the late 1960s, individuals hospitalised in mental institutions and 
departments for the mentally ill in municipal homes were the last social 
welfare recipients who could not vote. This was because they were still 
categorised under the local board’s guardianship. Even wealthy patients 
were registered as public welfare recipients since all hospital stays were 
charged, and mental institutions required financial obligations from the 
social welfare board, formerly known as the poor relief board, regard-
less of the patient’s ability to afford the fees. Hospitals were obligated 
to inform electoral boards about patients diagnosed with mental illness 
or learning disability and not prognosed to recover. In some cases, even 
patients with mild neurological symptoms could lose their right to vote 
when admitted to a mental hospital for medical examination.67 

64 AsK 1956/116 § 22, § 30, § 52. 
65 KM 1953:1 mon, Köyhäinhoitolain uudistamiskomitean mietintö n:o 1, 6–7; 

Harjula,” Köyhä, kelvoton,” 12. 
66 Tarkiainen, “Eduskunnan valitseminen,” 44–5, 104, 150, 154–5; Jalo, Margit, 

“Kunnalliskotiemme hoidokkiaines tilaston valossa,” Huoltaja 44, no. 22 (1956): 683; 
Tarasti,”Suomen vaalilainsäädäntö,” 64–7. 

67 Harjula, “Köyhä, kelvoton,” 13–4; Romppanen, Pekka, “Sosiaalihuolto, terveyden-
hoito, sairausvakuutus,” Huoltaja 56, no. 22 (1968): 741; Miettinen, Esko, “Kentän 
ääni,” Huoltaja 52 no. 21 (1964): 677–8.
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Discussion on the voting rights of institutionalised patients with mental 
illness started as part of a wider debate on the civil and social rights of 
persons in institutions in the late 1960s. Based on the United Nation’s 
Declaration from 1948, lack of suffrage was considered a violation of 
human rights: 

When a mental patient without means is put under the guardianship of 
social welfare, his/her name will be removed from the electoral registers. 
This is one example of a lack of human rights, preventing the person from 
participating in society and societal decision-making.68 

The new emphasis on human rights resulted in a rapid extension of 
the political citizenship of people with mental illness in the early 1970s. 
Firstly, starting in 1970, people who received public welfare because of 
mental illness were no longer ordered under the guardianship of the 
local board. The policy was deemed inappropriate and against widely 
accepted principles of social policy at the time.69 Secondly, the criteria 
of guardianship and vagrancy were entirely removed from electoral legis-
lation in 1972. At the same time, institutions for the mentally ill and 
alcoholics, prisons, and workhouses were accepted as polling stations, 
but the acceptance of institutions for people with learning disabilities 
as polling stations took place only in the 1980s.70 As a new, grad-
ually legitimised layer of experience, the individual-society relationship 
that abandoned the prerequisite of reciprocity became institutionalised 
in voting legislation. 

The connection between social security and voting rights was abol-
ished simultaneously as access to health care and social benefits became an 
essential element of modern social citizenship in a welfare state. National 
pension (1956) and national health insurance for citizens aged 16 to 65

68 Taipale, Ilkka, “Miten suhtaudut,” Mielenterveys 8, no. 1–2 (1968): 35–6. 
69 AsK 1970/275; VP 1969, Asiakirjat III.1. Hall. es. 251, 1–4; Tarasti, Aarne, 

“Huoltoapu- ja irtolaislain eräiden perussäännösten muuttaminen,” Lakimies 68, no. 2 
(1970): 136. 

70 Tarasti, Suomen vaalilainsäädäntö, 54–5, 67, 443; Tarasti and Taponen, Suomen 
vaalilainsäädäntö, 397–9; KM 1986:13. Vammaisten ja laitoksessa olevien äänestysmah-
dollisuuksien parantamista selvittäneen toimikunnan mietintö, 6–9, 25–6. 
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(1963) made basic minimum income a universal social right for all citi-
zens.71 However, the lasting impact of past voting restrictions tied to 
social security remained significant: still in the early 1970s, the elderly 
were hesitant to relocate to homes for the elderly due to the fear of losing 
their voting rights.72 

Conclusion 

Despite introducing universal suffrage in Finland in 1906, certain voting 
restrictions were imposed to determine individuals’ deservingness for 
political rights. These restrictions emphasised economic and moral inde-
pendence and reciprocal contributions to society as prerequisites for 
being considered an ideal citizen. Poor relief recipients were among the 
groups that did not benefit from the promise of universal suffrage in 
national elections in 1906 and local elections in 1919. Consequently, two 
opposing perspectives on citizenship emerged, causing divisions among 
political parties and public discourse. The everyday experience of paupers 
was greatly influenced by whether the receipt of poor relief was viewed 
as a personal failure, rendering them incapable and unworthy of political 
citizenship, or as a social risk unrelated to their qualifications for voting. 
As societal “layers of experience,” these conflicting views shaped evolving 
voting practices. 

In everyday life, voting restrictions created a hierarchical form of citi-
zenship that involved a mix of inclusion and exclusion. The political 
rights of poor relief recipients were determined based on various factors, 
including the duration (whether aid was provided regularly and perma-
nently or temporarily), the nature of care (whether it was provided in 
residential care or not), and the cause of the aid (whether it was due to 
mental illness or other reasons). The loss of voting rights was a humili-
ating experience of exclusion that intensified the stigma associated with 
receiving poor relief, even in the context of new welfare legislation. The 
combination of electoral legislation, social welfare legislation, and civil 
legislation pertaining to guardianship intertwined civil, social, and polit-
ical rights. Due to the ambiguous terminology used in poor relief and the

71 Harjula, “Hoitoonpääsyn hierarkiat,” 227–309. 
72 Kattelus, Hilma. Vanhusten mielenterveysongelmat kunnallis- ja vanhainkodeissa. 

Mielenterveys 11, no. 6 (1971): 25. 
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existence of different regulations across administrative areas, the loss of 
voting rights could come as a surprise to citizens. The divergent regula-
tions governing local and national political rights further complicated the 
lived citizenship, creating differing notions of belonging at the local and 
national levels. 

Despite the criticism spearheaded by the Social Democrats and despite 
the subsequent electoral legislation reform in the 1940s, voting restric-
tions tied to the guardianship of recipients persisted until 1970. The 
expansion of suffrage was closely connected to re-evaluating the require-
ments for citizenship. Rather than adhering to a strict notion of reciprocal 
deservingness, where an individual’s rights were contingent upon meeting 
economic and moral obligations, a new layer of experience emphasising 
equality in civil, political, and social rights emerged, gained legitimacy, 
and was institutionalised by the 1970s. 
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