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CHAPTER 1

The unreformed political system in the 1780s



This introductory chapter will examine how Britain was governed and, in particular, how the electoral system worked, in the 1780s. The key themes are:


•  The political system in the 1780s

•  The electoral system in the 1780s



Between 1780 and 1928, Britain was transformed from a largely agricultural, rural society to an industrial, urban society. It also experienced a political transformation: from a state ruled by a monarchy and aristocracy to a parliamentary democracy. This occurred through the passing of a series of Representation of the People (Reform) Acts of Parliament, the most important of which were in 1832, 1867, 1884–5, 1918 and 1928. Chapters 2 and 3 will examine how and why those changes took place and assess their impact on how Britain was governed and on the development of political parties. First, however, it is necessary to examine the unreformed system.

1 The political system in the 1780s


To what extent did the aristocracy dominate political life?



In 1780, Britain was undergoing sweeping economic and social changes. The country was in the throes of the Industrial Revolution. Yet the political system remained largely unchanged. At the very top of this system was the monarch.

The role of king and the aristocracy

The king could appoint and dismiss a prime minister. He could also insist on having a say in the appointment of other ministers. George III, who was king at this time, frequently used his powers to do so. However, the monarch had to take account of the wishes of Parliament if he was to influence their policies and get them to agree to the taxes without which his government could not operate. Thus, if a parliamentary leader had a large body of support in the House of Commons, the king was usually obliged to make him prime minister.

Both government (the ministers) and Parliament were dominated by the landowning classes. In fact, Britain was largely governed by a few thousand landowning families who, between them, held more than half the agricultural land. Generation after generation inherited the land and, with it, the wide-ranging power and influence which they had wielded for hundreds of years. The most important of these landowning families were members of the aristocracy. Their ancestors had been made nobles with titles like lord, duke, viscount or earl, by earlier kings and queens and they had thus become members of the House of Lords.

The landowning aristocracy assumed their right to supremacy to be natural. Their status was hereditary so that the right to a seat in the House of Lords was passed on to succeeding generations. Their central power base was the House of Lords but they had huge influence over the House of Commons as well. This was because nearly half of the Members of Parliament (MPs) owed their seats to peers (members of the House of Lords). For instance, many MPs were the sons, younger brothers, cousins or friends of members of the House of Lords. The landed classes held the highest positions in the Church, the armed services, the judiciary and the civil service. They also dominated local government.

Whigs and Tories

Parliament consisted of two Houses, as it does today. The House of Lords was made up of hereditary peers whereas the House of Commons was elected. However, only a small percentage of the male population had the vote. This is explained more fully on page 4.

The majority of MPs were landowners, although an increasing number were men who had made their money in trade or industry. Many MPs saw themselves as independent and most belonged to either the Tory or the Whig Party. The main similarities and differences between Whigs and Tories are summarised in Table 1.1 (see page 3).

Table 1.1 Comparing Tories and Whigs in the 1780s. How clear were the distinctions between Tories and Whigs?



	Tories and Whigs



	
These parties were loose groupings that had originally developed out of the struggle between Crown and Parliament in the civil war of the seventeenth century. They were not as well organised as modern political parties.

Both were dominated by landowning families, and family networks often determined whether an individual became Tory or Whig.

Both parties were led by Anglicans, that is, members of the Church of England (the official State Church).

There were more similarities, in background and belief, than there were differences between the two parties in 1780.





	The Tories
	The Whigs



	
The Tories were particularly keen to defend the power of the monarch and the Church of England.

Nearly all the Tories came from landowning backgrounds.

The Tories were more protective of the privileges of the Church of England.

The Tories were more resistant to change and more fearful of the ideas of the French Revolution.


	
The Whigs were more likely to question the power of the monarch and to defend the power of Parliament.

Although their leaders were mostly landowners, an increasing number of Whig MPs came from industrial or commercial backgrounds.

Whigs were more sympathetic to, and had more support from, Nonconformists

The Whigs began to demand reform of Parliament in the late 1820s.
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Summary diagram: The political system in the 1780s
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2 The electoral system in the 1780s


What were the main features of the electoral system?



In 1780 there were 658 MPs; today the number is 650. Like today, the country was divided up into constituencies: that is, areas in which MPs were elected and sent to Parliament, to sit in the House of Commons. However, there the similarities end.

The first major difference from today is that most constituencies returned two members to Parliament (they were not single-member constituencies like today). Secondly, these constituencies were of two types: the county seats and the borough seats. In England, there were 82 county seats and 403 borough seats. There were also two seats each for the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge.

This system of county and borough seats had grown up over many centuries. It originated in the Middle Ages when the king called up two knights from every shire (or county) and two burgesses (townspeople) from every borough to make up the House of Commons in Parliament. The counties, or shires (like Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, and so on), were largely rural. The boroughs were mainly country towns and ports: they had become boroughs when the king gave them the right to send an MP to Parliament. This meant that towns that had been important in preindustrial times had MPs to represent them while new industrial towns, like Manchester and Leeds, had no MPs (see Figure 1.1, opposite).

Who could vote?

In 1780, the total population of England, Scotland and Wales was nearly 10 million. For the whole of the United Kingdom, including Ireland, it was 14 million. Only a small minority of men had the right to vote. Historians estimate that less than half a million men were entitled to vote. This was about five per cent of the total population. In the counties, all men who owned freehold property worth 40 shillings (£2) – roughly £400 in today’s money – a year could vote. These people were known as ‘forty-shilling freeholders’.

In the boroughs, there was not a uniform or consistent franchise (voting qualification); instead, there was a huge variety of franchises. The five main types are summarised in the box.
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Voting qualifications in borough constituencies


•  Scot and lot boroughs. All adult males who paid ‘scot and lot’ (local) taxes, such as rates for the relief of the poor, could vote.

•  Potwalloper boroughs. All men who occupied a house (‘who had a family and boiled a pot’) could vote. These were constituencies with the biggest electorates, and the best known example was Preston, where the radical Henry Hunt was elected MP in 1830.

•  Burgage boroughs. All men who owned burgages (ancient plots of land or other property) could vote.

•  Corporation boroughs. Only members of the local town council (or corporation) could vote.

•  Freeman boroughs. All men who had been granted the title of ‘freeman’ could vote. This status could be inherited from one’s parents.



[image: ]



As shown in the box, there were some boroughs, like Preston, where almost all men had the vote. There were others, large towns like Norwich and Nottingham or big seaports like Bristol and Liverpool, which had several thousand voters. But many boroughs had very small numbers of men who were entitled to vote.

Pocket boroughs

In some of these boroughs with only a small electorate, the biggest landowner (or local businessman) in the area had huge influence and was able to get himself or his nominee elected. These boroughs were known as ‘pocket boroughs’ as the landowners were seen to have them in their pockets. There were various ways in which this could be done. The voters may have voted for the landowner because they were his tenants or their jobs depended on being employed by him. Such a prominent local figure was often the local magistrate and that might be another reason to keep on his right side. Sometimes, the electors were happy to be bought out and would sell their votes for as high a price as they could get. Votes could be sold for as much as £10, equivalent today to over £500.

Rotten boroughs

In some extreme cases, there were only ten or twenty voters in a borough. This might be because what had been a town in the Middle Ages had now decayed and contained very few inhabitants. For example, the borough of Dunwich, on the east coast of England, had virtually disappeared after hundreds of years of coastal erosion so that only a few houses were left. Old Sarum, in Wiltshire, largely consisted of a number of mounds, ditches and castle remains. It had only seven voters. These extreme examples were known as ‘rotten boroughs’.

Over 50 constituencies had fewer than 50 voters each. In such constituencies, boroughs could be bought and sold. They came to be seen as the property of powerful ‘patrons’ or the government. The borough of Gatton was sold for £90,000 in 1801 and changed hands again in 1830 for £180,000, which would be equivalent to about £9 million today.

How were elections run?

Elections were very different from today. For a start, they lasted for several days. This was to give everyone time to get to the polling station. In a large county like Yorkshire, it might take several hours to get to the county town of York to cast your vote, so several days were allowed. But the most striking difference is that voting was open: there was no secret ballot. Instead, electors voted by show of hands. This obviously meant that they might be pressurised: if the local landowner or his supporters were there to see how people voted, electors might feel that they had to vote for him or his nominee. After all, the elector’s livelihood may depend on him. Historians now believe that about 25 per cent of county electors came under the direct influence of their landlords.

If such influence did not work, the candidates could bribe the electors with food, drink and entertainment at election time. Electors could be provided with transport to get to the polling station, especially if they lived some distance away, and they might be put up for the night.

Since elections lasted for several days, some of them had the atmosphere of a carnival. Elections could be boisterous, sometimes riotous. There were colourful processions, with banners and placards. Insults, and sometimes missiles, were thrown. And not only the electors were involved. Those who did not have the vote could still be employed to whip up support for a particular candidate or to put pressure on those who were likely to vote for the opposing candidate. If voters could not be relied on to vote the desired way, they could be ‘cooped’; that is, kidnapped and kept drunk until the election was over.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] How useful is Source A to a historian?
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This engraving, made by William Hogarth in 1754–5, shows the violence and excitement of an election.
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Why were some elections not contested?

In many constituencies there was no contest at election time. The winner was decided beforehand and no election took place. There were several reasons for this. First, the patron, or owner, of a pocket borough often had no opponent and both the seats went to his nominees. In effect, the seat in Parliament was owned by the local leader. As we have seen, seats in Parliament could actually be bought. Many leading members of the government first entered Parliament this way. When the industrialist Robert Peel bought a country estate at Tamworth in Staffordshire, he effectively bought a seat in Parliament. His son, also called Robert (see page 14), succeeded him as MP for Tamworth and went on to lead the Tories and become prime minister.

Even if no one family controlled the parliamentary seat, a deal might be done between two leading families so that each took one seat in Parliament. In the 1830 general election, there was not a single contest in Wales; no Welshman had the chance to vote that year.

Support for the old system

The old electoral system strikes us now as chaotic, corrupt and unfair. So how could anyone defend it? One argument was that the very different types of voting qualifications gave a wide variety of people the vote. For example, it was not only the rich who could vote: in the borough of Westminster, which had a large electorate, 12,000 were entitled to vote and many craftsmen and traders did so. In the counties, the ‘forty-shilling freeholder’ franchise included many farmers and not just the biggest landowners. In the county of Yorkshire, for instance, there was an electorate of over 20,000.

Many argued that, even if not all men had the vote, all the different interests were represented. For example, in a port like Liverpool, the merchants were said to represent the interests of the sailors and the dockworkers while, in the countryside, the landowners had the best interests of their tenants in mind and thus represented all members of the agricultural interest. This was called ‘virtual representation’.

Another feature which is difficult for us in modern Britain to appreciate is that this was a very deferential society: many people looked up to the local leader. Many voted for him out of traditional respect or simply because they had always done so. They might feel it was in their own best interests to support their local leader’s politics. This does not mean to say that they would follow their leader unwillingly. In 1830, Lord Penrhyn spent £30,000 on bribes to the electors of Liverpool but his opponent was elected. A year later, in the 1831 election, thousands of voters defied their traditional leaders and voted for the candidates who supported parliamentary reform; the Tories, who opposed reform, lost nearly all the county seats.

Even the pocket or rotten boroughs were defended by some on the grounds that they had enabled talented young men to rise to the top while still young. For example, Robert Peel had entered Parliament in such a constituency.

A further argument in defence of the electoral system was that it had lasted for hundreds of years, so why change it? It had served Britain well, it was said. By 1815, Britain was the most advanced industrial nation, with the largest navy in the world and a huge overseas trading empire. Furthermore, Britain had avoided the violence and killings of revolutionary France. So why challenge this stability and wealth by changing the electoral system? Yet the demands for parliamentary reform did not disappear, as will be seen in Chapters 2 and 4.
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Summary diagram: The electoral system in the 1780s
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CHAPTER 2

The origins and impact of parliamentary reform 1780–1860



Pressure for parliamentary reform, and staunch resistance to it, were present from the 1780s to 1830. Then, when the Whigs came to power in 1830 they decided to reform Parliament and the way it was elected. The reasons for reform and for resistance to it are examined, as is the campaign for the bill. The impact of the Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1832, the development of political parties and the declining influence of the Crown are also addressed. These are examined through the following themes:


•  Support for parliamentary reform 1780–1830

•  The campaign for, and resistance to, the Reform Bill 1831–2

•  The impact of the Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1832
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Key dates



	1780
	  
	House of Commons motion criticising increasing power of the Crown



	1785
	  
	Defeat of proposals for parliamentary reform in Parliament



	1830
	Nov.
	Whig government was appointed



	1831
	March
	First Reform Bill introduced and later rejected



	 
	May
	General election



	 
	June
	Second Reform Bill introduced



	 
	Sept.
	Second Reform Bill passed by the Commons



	 
	Oct.
	House of Lords rejected the second Reform Bill



	  
	  
	Riots in several cities



	1831
	Dec.
	Whig government introduced a third Reform Bill



	1832
	May 7
	House of Lords’ committee rejected the third Reform Bill Whig government resigned



	 
	May 14
	Wellington failed to form government Whigs returned to power



	 
	June
	King persuaded Lords to pass the Reform Bill



	1834
	 
	Tamworth Manifesto and emergence of ‘Conservatives’



	1859
	 
	Liberal Party made up of Whigs, Peelites and radical MPs



	  
	  
	Abolition of the property qualification for MPs
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1 Support for parliamentary reform 1780–1830


Why was there growing demand for reform?

Why did the Whigs support parliamentary reform?



Reform in the 1780s

By 1780, there were growing calls for parliamentary reform. At this time, Britain was in the midst of the War of American Independence and there was rising criticism of the way the war was being conducted. With the support of an increasingly active press, some MPs attacked the government for raising higher taxes and increasing government expenditure. Furthermore, they claimed that the king was imposing policies on his ministers and using patronage to achieve majority support in Parliament which did not reflect the people’s wishes. For evidence of this, they could point to the increasing number of contracts (for example, to provide military supplies for the war) which the government had granted, many of which had gone to MPs or their relatives or friends, thus winning more support for the government in Parliament.

Thus, the government was accused of being corrupt as well as inefficient. Its opponents demanded ‘economical’ reform to reduce government expenditure (for example by cutting the number of government offices). In 1780, a motion was debated and passed in the House of Commons: ‘that the power of the Crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished’. The majority of MPs who supported this motion probably saw it as criticism of the prime minister, not of the king personally. In the following years there was a reduction in royal patronage, for instance, in the number of government ministers and offices, but it was only a small step from calls for ‘economical’ reform to demands for parliamentary reform.

In 1785, two years after defeat in America, the prime minister, William Pitt, proposed reform of Parliament since ‘the people were loud for a more equal representation’. He proposed to disenfranchise 36 of the worst rotten boroughs and redistribute their 72 seats to London and the more highly populated counties. (At that time, rural Cornwall had 44 MPs while fast-industrialising Lancashire had only thirteen.) However, his bill failed to secure majority support in Parliament. Many MPs saw the disfranchisement of boroughs as an attack on property rights. It was also widely known that the king was opposed to the bill.

Although parliamentary reform was widely discussed, support for it in the country was patchy. There was strong support in London, especially at times of more general unrest or agitation. Furthermore, some of the industrial and commercial middle classes supported reform in order to weaken the grip of the landed classes on Britain’s political life. However, parliamentary reform was mostly a stick with which to beat an unpopular government. Once the American war was ended, in 1783, and taxes and government expenditure had been cut, the demand for parliamentary reform declined. However, the French Revolution in 1789 was to change all that, as explained in Chapter 4.

During the war against the French, from 1793 to 1815 (see page 61), the calls for parliamentary reform had quietened down, partly because of government action to stifle such demands and partly because of a patriotic sense of duty to concentrate on winning the war (see pages 58–62). However, after the end of the war, in 1815, the reform agitation was reignited and attracted increasing support, especially from the working classes. This took the form of a radical campaign calling for complete manhood suffrage. (This campaign is examined on pages 64–72.)

Reform and the middle classes

Most of the property-owning middle classes did not support this radical campaign. They were just as opposed to demands for complete manhood suffrage as the landowning classes. They did not want democracy where all men had the vote. That would be ‘mob rule’. Instead, they wanted the vote for men like themselves, ‘responsible’ citizens who owned property. There was a widespread belief among the middle and upper classes that only those who owned property had a right to vote. They were the ones who had a stake in the country, in the form of property, and so could be entrusted with the vote. For this reason, most of the property-owning classes, whether rural or urban, opposed the radical reform campaign in the years from 1815 to 1820.

However, many of the middle classes did favour some measure of parliamentary reform. One of the main reasons for this was that Britain was now an increasingly industrialised nation in which the new middle classes – factory owners and bankers, merchants and shopkeepers – were demanding more of a say in the government of the country and that Parliament should not be controlled just by wealthy landowners. Above all, these people pointed out the fact that the largely rural south of England was over-represented in the House of Commons and the more densely populated industrial areas of the north and Midlands were very under-represented. A few examples will illustrate this:


•  All counties, whatever their size, returned two MPs to Parliament:




    –  Rutland was the smallest, with a population of just 19,000.

    –  Yet the industrialised county of Lancashire, with a population of 1,300,000, also had only two seats (see Figure 1.1, page 5).




•  The differences were even more marked in the boroughs:




    –  In Cornwall, where medieval kings had granted borough status to many ports and fishing villages, there were 21 borough seats, sending 42 MPs to Parliament, although the population of Cornwall was only 192,000.

    –  Yet the city of Manchester, with a population of 180,000 in 1831, had no seat of its own. (That did not mean that none of those living in Manchester could vote: those who owned property worth 40 shillings could vote in the county election for Lancashire but they had to travel all the way from Manchester to the county town of Lancaster, a journey of several hours, to cast their vote.)

    –  Like Manchester, the fast-growing cities of Birmingham (population 144,000) and Leeds (population 123,000) had no seat of their own in Parliament.



The demand for reform 1820–30

Although many in the middle classes may have wished for more representation in Parliament, the demand for reform became quieter when the economy revived in the early 1820s. In 1820, the Whig leader, Earl Grey, told his son-in-law that he did not expect to see a Reform Act ‘during my life, or even yours’. From 1824 to 1829 there were no petitions for reform presented to Parliament.

However, the demand for some kind of reform never subsided completely. The reformers continued to highlight the worst abuses of the unreformed system so that rotten boroughs (see page 6) such as Dunwich and Old Sarum became notorious. In 1821, Parliament even agreed to disenfranchise the corrupt Cornish borough of Grampound and allot its two seats to Yorkshire. In the more stable political climate of the 1820s, parliamentary reform seemed a respectable and realistic goal for the middle classes. The problem was that, while the Tories dominated government, there was little chance of reform being passed by Parliament and the king, George IV, was certainly opposed to it.
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Earl Grey



	1764
	Born Charles Grey into an aristocratic Whig family in Northumberland



	1786
	Elected MP for Northumberland



	1793, 1797
	Introduced bills for parliamentary reform which were defeated



	1806
	Became leader of the Whigs in the Commons



	1806–7
	Foreign secretary



	1807
	Inherited his father’s title of earl and moved to the House of Lords



	1830–4
	Prime minister of Whig government



	1845
	Died




From his early days in Parliament, Grey had been a supporter of moderate parliamentary reform as the best way to get rid of the injustices of the old system and avoid revolution. Most of his career was spent in opposition apart from a brief spell as foreign secretary. He was leader of the Whigs through the years of Tory domination. He finally came to power as prime minister, at the age of 58, when Wellington’s Tory government collapsed in 1830. Grey is mainly remembered for steering the Reform Bill through Parliament in 1831–2.
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Then, in the years 1829–30, the whole political scene changed dramatically. This transformation was caused by:


•  the passing of Catholic Emancipation

•  the accession to the throne of King William IV

•  the emergence of political unions.



The passing of Catholic Emancipation

In the late 1820s, there was a well-organised campaign in Ireland for Catholics to be given full political rights. It attracted huge support among the mostly Catholic population and, fearing the outbreak of full-scale rebellion in Ireland, the Tory government hurriedly passed the Act of Catholic Emancipation in 1829. Many Tories regarded this as a betrayal of their party and of the Church of England, and an assault on the British constitution. Many Tory MPs never forgave the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, and Sir Robert Peel, the Tory leader in the House of Commons.
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Arthur Wellesley, first Duke of Wellington (1769–1852)

Army general who led British forces to victory over Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. Was Tory prime minister 1828–30.

Robert Peel (1788–1850)

Tory home secretary 1822–7 and 1828–30. He steered Catholic Emancipation through the House of Commons.

[image: ]



The accession to the throne of King William IV

The death of King George IV, in June 1830, necessitated a general election. Against a background of recent poor harvests, rising unemployment and a revival of radical demands for reform, the government suffered further losses in the elections and still had no firm majority in Parliament. When the new Parliament met in November 1830, Wellington made a speech in which he said he saw no need to consider any change to the parliamentary system: ‘the legislature [Parliament] and the system of representation possesses the full and entire confidence of the country’.

Wellington seemed to be blocking any discussion of reform yet, at this time, an increasing number of people, both inside and outside Parliament, were discussing the need for some kind of reform. The Whigs were pushing for parliamentary reform and they were now stronger and more confident. The Tories were divided and demoralised while the Whigs had a monarch, in William IV, who was not opposed to them, as King George IV had been. For the first time in many years, the Whigs looked like a realistic alternative to the Tory government. When embittered Tories joined the Whigs to defeat the government in Parliament, Wellington resigned and the new king invited Earl Grey (see profile on page 13), the Whig leader, to form a government.

The emergence of the political unions

In 1829–30, the demand for reform was beginning to gather more support. This occurred at a time of growing economic discontent and fear of widespread public disorder. The political temperature was further raised by the news of another revolution in France in July 1830. It was not as violent or as large scale as in 1789, but it led to the downfall of the Bourbon monarchy and the establishment of a new king. This stirred up old fears of domestic radicalism (see Chapter 4) and revolution. Meanwhile, in several cities across Britain, political unions, or societies, reappeared. This resurgence in reform agitation was partly a response to deteriorating economic conditions but was also a result of the recent general election and the events in France.

The most notable political society was the Birmingham Political Union (BPU), led by Thomas Attwood. Its first meeting attracted a crowd of 15,000. It aimed to achieve reform of Parliament through the pressure exerted by a ‘general political union of the lower and the middle classes of the people’. Attwood had noticed, in the recent campaign in Ireland, the impact which public pressure, with mass support, could have on the government. Perhaps reform of Parliament might be achieved in the same way?

Not all societies attracted the same mixture of middle- and working-class support as the BPU. The Metropolitan Political Union, founded in London by Henry Hunt (see profile on page 67), was dominated by artisans and craftsmen, many of whom had been active in radical politics in the years after 1815 (see pages 64–72). Some societies were decidedly middle class in composition, made up of merchants, lawyers and businessmen who were keen to make government more responsive to the needs of trade and industry. Political societies were formed in Manchester, Leeds, Sheffield and many other towns and cities. Their membership and aims varied but they all added to the pressure ‘out of doors’ for reform of the political system. Meanwhile, in Parliament, MPs increasingly recognised that continued resistance to demands for reform would only provoke violence. The Whigs were not as out of touch as the Duke of Wellington had been and, in March 1831, they introduced a bill for the reform of Parliament in the House of Commons.

The Whigs and reform

The Whig government, which was appointed in November 1830, decided to make parliamentary reform a priority. Clearly, the government would have to deal with the worst abuses of the present system. That would mean getting rid of the rotten boroughs and providing seats in Parliament for the big new towns that were not already parliamentary boroughs. But Earl Grey and his ministers were not revolutionaries. They wished to preserve rule by the landed classes, men like themselves, with the support of the middle classes, and to ‘purify’ the present system. In order to work out the details of the reform, Grey formed a four-man committee and instructed them that he wanted reform:


•  ‘Large enough to satisfy public opinion’; that is, enough to pacify the demands coming from meetings, petitions, demonstrations and the press.

•  ‘To afford sure ground for resistance to further innovation’; that is, reform which would settle the agitation once and for all.

•  ‘Based on property’; that is, voting qualifications based on property, certainly not universal suffrage. Grey did not want democracy.

•  [Based] ‘on existing franchises and territorial divisions’. Grey was probably thinking of the 40-shilling (£2) qualification in the counties and wanted to preserve constituency boundaries.

•  [That would] ‘Run no risk of overthrowing the [existing] form of government’. Grey believed in aristocratic government and wanted to win over the middle classes and bring them into partnership with the landowners. He wanted to ‘reform in order to preserve’.
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Summary diagram: Support for parliamentary reform 1780–1830
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2 The campaign for, and resistance to, the Reform Bill 1831–2


What were the main arguments for and against reform?

Why did it take so long to pass the Reform Bill?



The first Reform Bill, March 1831

The reform
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The defeat of the bill, April 1831
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•  First reading: an announcement to the House of Commons that a proposal for reform will be introduced. The first Reform Bill was introduced in March 1831.

•  Second reading: the main outlines of the bill are debated and voted on. If defeated in a vote, the proposal is withdrawn. The first Reform Bill was passed by one vote on its second reading.

•  Committee stage: a committee of MPs studies the bill in detail and can make amendments. The first Reform Bill was defeated at this stage.

•  Report stage: the bill is reported back to the full House of Commons, where it can be debated and amended.

•  Third reading: the amended bill is ‘read’ and passed.

•  In the House of Lords, the bill goes through the same procedure as in the Commons. The Lords can reject a bill passed by the Commons (this was true up to 1911) and they did this to the second Reform Bill in October 1831.

•  Royal assent: when the bill has passed through both Houses of Parliament, the monarch signs it and it becomes law, an Act of Parliament. The monarch has not refused to sign a bill since 1703.
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‘The bill, the whole bill and nothing but the bill!’




The second Reform Bill, June to October 1831
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Rejection and riots



The response of the political unions




The third Reform Bill, December 1831 to May 1832




Whig resignation, May 1832


The ‘Days of May’ 1832



‘To Stop the Duke, Go for Gold’
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The threat of civil war




The king recalls the Whigs, May 1832
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3 The impact of the Representation of the people (Reform) Act 1832
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The redistribution of seats


•  56 rotten and pocket boroughs lost both of their MPs.

•  30 boroughs lost one MP.

•  22 new boroughs with two MPs were created and 14 of these were in London and the northern industrial towns: Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, Bolton, Blackburn and so on.

•  19 new boroughs with one MP were created.

•  64 new county seats were created so that the more populous counties gained more seats.

•  18 English seats were transferred to Scotland, Wales and Ireland.



Voting qualifications



•  Adult males owning or occupying property worth £10 a year in rent.





•  Adult males owning property worth £2 a year.

•  Adult males renting land worth £50 a year.
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Change and continuity in the Reform Act





	Elements of change
	Elements of continuity



	Redistribution of seats



	A total of 145 borough seats were abolished. This was a massive change, especially as there had been virtually no changes for hundreds of years.
	About 70 pocket boroughs remained, mostly in the control of prominent landowners.



	Many of these seats were awarded to the large towns and cities of the north and other industrial areas. As a result, there was a huge increase in the number of urban voters.
	31 boroughs had fewer than 300 voters, while cities like Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham each had several thousand, so there were still huge differences in the size of electorates.



	The number of county seats was increased and, generally, these were more ‘open’ seats, less likely to be controlled by individual patrons or prominent landowners.
	The rural south was still over-represented relative to the industrial north, as were small country towns relative to bigger industrial towns, some of which still did not gain parliamentary seats.



	Electorate/voting qualifications



	There was now a uniform system of franchises or, rather, two systems: one for borough, and one for county, constituencies. This replaced the confusing variety of franchises under the old system.
	Ownership of property was still the basis of the franchise. This meant that the vast majority of the working classes were excluded from the electoral system.



	It is difficult to assess the increase in size of the electorate because we do not have accurate figures for the number of voters before 1832, but historians estimate that the electorate increased from about 490,000 to 800,000 which is a rise of about 60 per cent. Nearly one in five adult males now had the vote in England.
	Less than 20 per cent of adult males could vote in England.



	Most of the working class were excluded from the vote. However, there were regional variations depending on house prices: the £10 householder qualification in the boroughs meant that some of the working class had the vote in London, but very few did in Leeds, where house prices and rents were lower.



	The biggest single occupational group to be enfranchised was shopkeepers. Most of the middle classes, and some skilled craftsmen, now had the vote.
	Most of the new electors were small property owners, more interested in preserving their own property and privileges than in demanding further reforms, and so tended to be ‘conservative’.



	Power of the aristocracy



	The number of parliamentary seats controlled by members of the House of Lords was reduced as there were now far fewer pocket boroughs.
	Landlords, many of them aristocratic, continued to exert influence, both in the remaining pocket boroughs and in county elections. The £50 tenant farmers enfranchised in the counties could be expected to vote the same way as their landlords, especially as voting was still ‘open’ and not secret.



	The power and prestige of the House of Lords no longer seemed so formidable as they had been forced to back down over the passing of the Act. This had shown that a government with a majority in the Commons and the backing of the electorate could force a monarch to persuade the Lords to accept laws to which they were opposed. The dominance of the Commons was confirmed and enhanced.
	Most Cabinet ministers and all prime ministers in the next 30 years, except Sir Robert Peel, were members of the aristocracy.



	Power of the middle classes



	The new middle classes, especially the manufacturing interest, were now more solidly represented in Parliament. Many thousands of urban dwellers in cities such as Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds and Bradford now had the vote for the first time.
	Very few industrialists entered Parliament as MPs. There were several reasons:

•  they were too busy running their own businesses, whereas big landowners left their estates in the hands of agents

•  there was no payment for MPs

•  you had to own land worth £600 to be able to stand as a parliamentary candidate.







	The middle classes had been recognised and admitted into the political system. Following the Reform Act, the Whigs introduced new, similar, voting qualifications for local government in 1835 and many businessmen became actively involved in local politics and administration. Here they were able to deal with the issues that affected everyday life, such as public health and education (which were not dealt with by central government in those days).
	The landed classes continued to dominate Parliament. In the post-reform election of December 1832, about 75 per cent of the MPs elected were landowners. Fewer than 100 were from industrial or commercial backgrounds.



	Elections



	There was a significant increase in the number of contested elections after 1832. In the previous 30 years, on average about 30 per cent of parliamentary seats were contested at election time. In the next 30 years, the average was to be over 50 per cent. In other words, there was a big increase in the number of people who had a real choice at election time.
	With no secret ballot and a continuation of ‘open’ voting, there continued to be much bribery and intimidation. Employers and, especially, landlords still had much influence.



	Registration of voters



	The need to have the names of all voters on an electoral register gave a boost to the development of more efficient party organisation.
	Elections continued to be as noisy and chaotic as before, as shown by Charles Dickens’ Morning Chronicle report during the 1835 election in Northampton: ‘The noise and confusion here this morning – which is the first day of polling – is so great that my head is actually splitting. There are about 40 flags on either side, two tremendous bands and vehicles are constantly driving about and down the town, conveying voters to the Poll; and guzzling and howling and roaring in every house of Entertainment.’




The impact on the Crown



The importance of the Reform Act






Parliamentary reform and the development of political parties



The emergence of the Conservative and Liberal parties

The emergence of the Conservatives





The formation of the Liberal Party



Parliamentary reform in the 1850s


Abolition of MPs’ property qualification 1858
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  1 Why was there increasing demand for parliamentary reform in 1829–30?

  2 What kind of reform did Lord Grey want?

  3 What arguments were made by opponents of reform?

  4 How and why did Grey warn the Lords of the dangers of rejecting reform?

  5 What effect did the riots of autumn 1831 have on the government and its supporters?

  6 Why did the Whigs need the support of the king?

  7 What difficulties did Wellington have in forming a government?

  8 How effective was the threat of mass resistance in 1831–2?

  9 What were the most significant changes introduced in the 1832 Reform Act?

10 To what extent did the landowning classes still dominate Parliament after the passing of the 1832 Reform Act?

11 Why and how did the 1832 Reform Act lead to the development of political party organisation?
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ESSAY QUESTIONS


1  To what extent were the Whigs’ motives for introducing the Reform Bill essentially conservative and anti-democratic?

2  How far do you agree that the reform of parliamentary representation in 1832 was driven primarily by pressure from those excluded from the franchise?

3  ‘The Representation of the People (Reform) Act of 1832 transformed the British political system.’ How far do you agree with this statement?

4  ‘The Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1832 enhanced the predominance of the House of Commons and diminished the power of the Crown and aristocracy.’ To what extent do you agree with this statement?
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