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Introduction from the President of Tynwald
It is still not widely known that the Isle of Man was the first place in the world where
women could vote in a national election.
In 2018 the United Kingdom is celebrating the 100th anniversary of
women’s suffrage, when women householders, leaseholders, and
graduates over the age of 30 were given the right to vote in elections
to the House of Commons.
By 1918, women householders in the Isle of Man had been able to
vote in elections to the House of Keys for 37 years, and women
leaseholders had been able to for 26 years. A year later, in 1919, all
women resident in the Isle of Man would be given both the vote and
the right to stand for election, regardless of their property status.
Unlike in the United Kingdom, there was no mass campaigning of the
sort organised by the suffragettes. Instead, it appears to have been
largely the work and initiative of individuals such as Richard
Sherwood MHK, who worked to secure votes for women in the 19th
century, and William Crennell MHK, whose efforts achieved universal
adult suffrage in the early 20th century. These men were, however,
undoubtedly supported in their mission by women and other allies,
The Hon Steve Rodan BSc (Hons)
whose names and deeds have sadly not been recorded.

MRPharmS MLC, President of

Giving women householders the vote in 1881 was the first in a long Tynwald
line of extensions to the franchise, all of which can be summarised by
the principle of ‘no taxation without representation’. I am proud to have made my own contribution to the
development of the Isle of Man’s democracy when I successfully moved an amendment to the Registration of
Electors Bill 2006. This lowered the voting age to 16 years old, making us the first country in western Europe to
do so The ability to influence government-introduced legislation in this way is a great strength of our
consensus democracy and parliamentary system.
The early enfranchisement of women in the Isle of Man has unfortunately not translated directly into
parliamentary representation. Until the General Election in 2016 and the Legislative Council election in 2018,
there had only been 12 women Members of Tynwald in total. While ability must remain the most important
qualification of any member of the legislature, I hope that recent developments will not prove to be an
anomaly in the history of Tynwald.
The unique constitutional position of the Isle of Man has allowed us to develop our democracy in our own way.
As the United Kingdom celebrates 100 years of women’s suffrage, let us take the opportunity to reflect on our
own distinct history of enfranchisement and look forward to our own anniversaries in the future.

This education pack focuses on the key topics of popular elections and democracy in the
Isle of Man to help teachers create follow-up lessons in the classroom and to support
parliamentarians in their outreach activities. For more information, visit our website.
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A Brief History of Suffrage in the Isle of Man
Before 1866
The House of Keys is a self-selecting body. Whenever a
seat became vacant, the Keys would select two candidates to present to the Governor, who would choose
one of them to take up the seat. Membership was for
life or until the Member decided to retire from the position.
1866
The vote is given to men aged 21 and over who either
owned property with an annual value of at least £8 or
rented property with an annual value of at least £12.
Candidates for election have to be male, aged 21 and
over, with real estate of the annual value of £100, or of
£50 together with a personal estate producing an annual income of £100.
1867
The first elections are held on 2nd and 3rd April. Five
of the ten constituencies are uncontested; 3996 votes
were cast in the other 5 constituencies. Since the franchise was based on property ownership, some voters
were able to vote in more than one constituency.
1881
The franchise is extended to all men and unmarried
women aged 21 and over who owned or, in the case of
the former, occupied real estate worth an annual value
of no less than £4. The property qualification for candidates was modified to allow the alternative of personal property producing a yearly income of £150. The
first elections in which some women can vote are held
in March.

Close of poll at the Douglas election,
3rd April 1867. Voting took place at
the Courthouse on Atholl Street.

1892
The franchise is extended to unmarried women occupiers of property worth at least £4 and to male lodgers
who were sole tenants of lodgings worth an annual value of at least £10. The property qualification for candidates is removed.

Find out more about the first popular elections to the House of Keys.
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1903

A residency qualification for voters was introduced
in addition to the property qualification. The time
between elections is reduced from 7 to 5 years.
1919
Universal adult suffrage on the basis of residency is
introduced: all men and women aged 21 and above
and resident on the Island can vote. The entire electorate, with the exception of clergy and holders of
office of profit, becomes eligible to stand for election.
1956
The 24 seats of the House of Keys are redistributed
into 13 constituencies, with a mixture of one-, two-,
and three-seat constituencies.
1969
The property qualification is abolished, putting an
end to extensive plural voting.
1971
The voting age is reduced from 21 to 18 years old.
Candidates may not hold office in local authorities.
1976
Candidates must have been resident in the Isle of
Man for at least three years, and pay a £100 election
deposit.
1982
The single transferable vote system is introduced. It
is used in the 1986 and 1991 General Elections, before a return to the first-past-the-post or block vote
system.
1985
The 24 seats of the House of Keys are redistributed
into 15 constituencies, with a mixture of one-, two-,
and three-seat constituencies.
2006
The voting age is reduced from 18 to 16 years old.
2015
The 24 seats of the House of Keys are redistributed
into 12 constituencies, with two Members for each.
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House of Keys constituencies,
2016

Changing the law: How Manxwomen got the vote
No Women’s Suffrage Bill as such was ever brought before Tynwald.
Giving women the right to vote was instead debated as part of wider reforms to elections in the Isle of Man—and it was achieved through the
removal of a single word from a Bill.
After Richard Sherwood made an unsuccessful attempt to reform elections in 1875, Governor Loch brought his own House of Keys Election Bill to Tynwald in October 1880. With the
intention of modernising the legislation he had introduced in 1866, Governor Loch’s proposals included extending the vote to male leaseholders and lodgers, redistributing the 24
seats of the Keys, and abolishing
the property qualification for candidates. The Bill was not intended
to extend the vote to women.
At the Bill’s Second Reading in the
House of Keys on 5th November
1880, Sherwood moved that the
word ‘male’ be removed from
clause 8, which set out the qualifications for voters. After some debate, the Keys voted in favour of
Sherwood’s amendment by 16
votes to 3. This meant that the
Keys had decided that householders, leaseholders, and lodgers—
regardless of their sex or gender—
Report of proceedings from the Isle of Man Examiner, pubwould have the right to vote.
lished on Friday 24th December 1880. (iMuseum)
The Bill as amended was then reconsidered by the Legislative Council. Ever the pragmatist, Governor Loch was unwilling to
introduce votes for women before it had happened in the United Kingdom. Eventually, after negotiations with the Governor and Legislative Council, the House of Keys accepted a
compromise: the vote would be given to women property owners, but not occupiers.
When the franchise was extended to unmarried women occupiers 11 years later, it was also
achieved through an amendment to a Bill.
Find out more about how laws are made by Tynwald.
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Key Laws in our Democracy
Equality Act 2017 This Act deals with discrimination with regard to employment and
the provision of goods and services on various grounds, including sex and gender.

Referendum Act 1979 This Act provides for
the holding of referenda in the Isle of Man.

Representation of the People (Franchise)
Act 1971 This Act lowered the age of voting
Marriage
and
Civil
Partnership from 21 to 18 years of age.
(Amendment) Act 2016 This Act provides for Representation of the People (Registration
the marriage of same sex couples and civil of Electors) Act 1969 This Act abolished the
partnership of opposite sex couples.
property qualification for voters .
Representation of the People (Amendment)
Act 2015 This Act amends the 1995 Act to
provide for gender-neutral language, and also introduces rules on the registration and
conduct of political parties.

House of Keys Election Act 1919 This Act introduced universal adult suffrage based on
residency. It also gave the vote to men aged
18 years and above who had served in World
War I. It provided for the entire electorate to
Constitution Act 2006 This Act provides for be eligible to stand for the House of Keys.
the House of Keys alone to put forward a Bill Constitution Amendment Act 1919 This Act
for Royal Assent.
reformed the Legislative Council, including
Registration of Electors Act 2006 This Act providing for four Members to be elected by
gives 16 year olds the right to vote in General the Members of the House of Keys.
Elections.
House of Keys Election Act 1881 This Act exRepresentation of the People Act 1995 This tended the franchise to unmarried women
Act governs elections to the House of Keys. who owned property worth at least £4 a
It was amended in 2013 to redistribute the year. It also lowered the property value reconstituencies.
quirements for male voters, and enfranSexual Offences Act 1992 This Act decrimi- chised male lodgers of property worth at
least £10 a year.
nalised homosexuality in the Isle of Man.
Constitution Act 1990 This Act removed the
Lieutenant Governor from ordinary sittings of
Tynwald and created the position of President of Tynwald.

House of Keys Election Act 1866 This Act
gave the vote to all men aged 21 and over
who owned property worth at least £8 or
rented property worth at least £12 a year. It
also established the four towns and the 6
sheadings as the basis of the constituencies.

legislation.gov.im: Isle of Man Government legislation online
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Key Figures

Find out more about each of these figures.
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Women in Tynwald
The early enfranchisement of women in the Isle of Man has not translated directly into proportional parliamentary representation. There have been relatively few women Members of Tynwald to date—though this may now be beginning to change.
In the Keys
Women have been able to stand for election to
the House of Keys since 1919, when universal
suffrage was introduced. To date, there have
been 17 women elected to the House of Keys.

‘...Tynwald has a major problem,
both in demonstrating diversity
and in reflecting the society it

When Lord Lisvane conducted his Review of the
serves…’
Functioning of Tynwald in 2016, only two of the
Lord Lisvane, 2016
Members of Tynwald were women. Lord
Lisvane concluded that ‘this is an issue of such
importance that both Tynwald and civil society need to address it with energy — in the
first instance before nominations close of 24th August for the General Election on 22nd
September’.
At the 2016 General Election, 13 of the 63 candidates were women. Five of those women
candidates were returned as Members of the House of Keys: Kate Beecroft (Douglas
South), Clare Bettison (Douglas East), Daphne Caine (Garff), Ann Corlett (Douglas Central),
and Julie Edge (Onchan). This means that the current House has the highest proportion of
women Members to date, at 21%.
In the Council

Women have been able to stand for election to the Legislative Council since 1961, which is
also when the number of elected Members was increased from four to five. To date, there
have been 8 women elected to the Legislative Council.
Five of these women were elected in the last two years. In May 2017, Jane-Poole Wilson
became the first woman to be elected to the Council who had not previously served as an
MHK. In March 2018, Mrs Poole-Wilson was re-elected, along with four other women:
Tanya August-Hanson, Marlene Hendy, Kate Lord-Brennan, and Kerry Sharpe. At the 2018
Legislative Council election, 9 of the 15 candidates were women.

Lord Lisvane’s Review of the Functioning of Tynwald
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Women in Tynwald

Find out more about women in Tynwald.
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Isle of Man Census 2016
Women in National Parliaments

These numbers are valid as of July 2018.
These resources support Activity 2 (p. 14).
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Similarities and Differences: Tynwald and Westminster
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Activities
Activity 1—Suffrage in the Isle of Man: true or false?
As a result of its constitutional position, the Isle of Man was able to forge its own path when
it came to giving its residents the right to vote. This activity aims to teach the audience
about the history of suffrage in the Isle of Man.
Statement

True or false?

Explanation

The Isle of Man was the
False
first place in the British Isles
where people could vote
for their representatives.

Until 1866, the House of Keys was a self-selecting body. There
had been a form of elections to the House of Commons since
medieval times, and in 1832 the Great Reform Act gave the
vote to all male householders in the United Kingdom.

The Isle of Man was the
True
first place in the world
where women were able to
vote in a general election.

Yes, but only some women. In 1881, unmarried women who
owned property in the Isle of Man were given the right to
vote in elections to the House of Keys. Married women did
not have a vote. In 1893, New Zealand became the first country to give all women resident there the vote. `

Giving women the vote in
1881 was the result of a
drafting error in the House
of Keys Election Bill.

False

The Bill as drafted referred only to male landowners and
leaseholders. Richard Sherwood MHK’s successful amendment removed the word ‘male’, so that there was no gender
qualification in the Bill.

The Legislative Council restricted the franchise to
unmarried women landowners only.

True

The Bill as amended by the House of Keys gave the vote to
unmarried women on the same terms as men, as well as extending the franchise to male lodgers. The Legislative Council,
which was more powerful than the Keys at the time, restricted the vote to women who owned property. Women who
rented property were given the vote in 1892.

Emmeline Pankhurst cam- False
paigned for votes for women in the Isle of Man.

It is not thought that either Pankhurst or her mother Sophia
Goulden contributed to developments in the Isle of Man.
Goulden had, however, moved back to the Isle of Man by this
time with her activist husband, and so she may have been involved in organising the series of talks that Lydia Becker gave
in the Isle of Man in the summer of 1880.

The first woman to be
elected to the House of
Keys was a member of a
political party.

True

Marion Shimmin was elected in 1933 at a by-election caused
by the death of her husband. Shimmin was a member of the
Manx Labour Party, as was Annie Bridson, the second woman
to be elected to the House of Keys. The majority of MHKs are
elected as independents.

A woman served as President of Tynwald between
2011 and 2016.

True

Clare Christian OBE was the first and to date only woman Presiding Officer of Tynwald. She had been a MHK and was a
sitting MLC when she was elected. There has not yet been a
Madam Speaker of the House of Keys, but Hazel Hannan
served as Deputy Speaker between 2004 and 2006.
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Activities
Activity 2—Diversity and representation in Tynwald
In 2016, Lord Lisvane said that Tynwald ‘has a major problem, both in demonstrating diversity and in reflecting the society it serves’. This activity encourages the audience to reflect
on why Tynwald has had relatively few women Members and to think about the importance
of diversity in public institutions.
Using Lord Lisvane’s comments as a starting point, lead a discussion on diversity and representation in public life. Questions could include:


Do you agree with Lord Lisvane’s assessment of Tynwald? Why/why not?



Why do you think Tynwald has only had 22 women Members since 1919?



We now have 10 women in Tynwald. Do we need any more?



What would you do to encourage more women to stand for election?



Do you think a quota system would work in the Isle of Man?



Do you think that diversity within a country’s parliament is important? Why/why not?



Is diversity only a matter of sex or gender? Are there other important types of diversity?

Activity 3—Changing the law
Using the resources on the Tynwald website, compare and contrast the debates that extended the franchise over time. This activity aims to teach the audience about the legislative
process and encourages reflection on the ways in which the law changes over time.
Step 1


Briefly talk about the legislative process, including: consultation, Three Readings and Consideration
of Clauses, signing, Royal Assent, and promulgation.



Briefly talk about parliamentary procedure: how debates proceed, how amendments are tabled,
how voting works.

Step 2


Read any or all of the debates to find out how the law was changed to give more people the right to
vote. Was the proposal already in the Bill? Was it introduced by way of an amendment?



Discuss the language and arguments used in the debates.

Optional: Step 3


In 1891, the Keys debated whether It was appropriate to deal with important constitutional issues
by way of amendment to a Bill. Do you agree?



Find out more about recent amendments to Bills.

Find out more using the resources available on the Tynwald website.
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