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Parliament’s electoral rules had not been changed since the seventeenth century.

Many MPs believed they would lose their seats and reduce the influence of the people they represented.

The Act was named ‘Great’ as it was the first of its kind, although many believe it actually did very little.

Social and economic change

There had been gradual industrialization and a shift of population from the country to towns (urbanization) since the eighteenth century.

There was also a rise in non-conformity of religion.

Many began to argue in the early nineteenth century that the system created when Britain was mainly agricultural was outdated.

The system produced MPs and government ministers who were mainly from landowning classes, with little n=knowledge of industry.

Social and economic change led to pressure for reform, but some defended it.

There was some merit that landownership was still one of the most important economic interests and the current system allowed commercial MPs to be elected.

Pressure for change 
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Proposals for reform had been put forward since the 1770s.
There was a clear anti-reform majority in Parliament and the informed members of society.

Radical pressure outside of Parliament peaked in 1815-20.

Whilst these groups failed they set a precedent, when reform returned to the agenda in 1830 radical political groups played a vital role in applying pressure.

The crisis of reform

There a two schools of thought on the relative importance of the act.

One emphasizes the role of pressure groups from outside parliament. There were riots in several cities in the autumn of 1831 and a threat to undermine the banking system in May 1832 heightened revolutionary fears.

This view has been largely discredited by recent historians who look at the situation within parliament.

Between 1827 and 1830 the anti-reform Tory government was undermined by a series of factors, resulting in a pro-reform Whig government in 1830.

Outside pressure was needed to help the Whig’s bill to be passed. 

Therefore the passing of the bill was due to both factors.

The impact of reform

Many supporters had exaggerated hopes and the opponents had exaggerated fears.

The Reform Act made significant changes to the political system, some foreseen and others not.

Much was left unchanged, the aristocracy was the dominant political and social class.

The beginnings of wider participation of the Middle Classes and significant changes to political parties were seen in 1832.

Between 1832 and 1850 there were also other reforms indirectly linked to the Great Reform Act.

For instance, the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act or the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act.

There was a growth of pressure groups campaigning to persuade parliament to enact further reforms, the Chartists and the Anti-Corn Law League.

Thus, although many features of the system remained the political landscape in 1850 was very different form 1830.

Details of changes
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Franchise: In boroughs a uniform franchise wa introduced, based on #10 householder qualification.This meant middle class, adult males gained the vote.

In the country the right to vote was kept by the 40-shilling freeholders (landowners) and extended to tenant farmers.

Seats: 56 small boroughs lost both seats in Parliament, 30 lost on seat, 42 new boroughs were created including the larger industrial towns of Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, etc. County constituencies also gained extra seats.

Registration: Voters now had to be registered before they could vote.

INTRODUCTION
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First change to electoral system was made in 1832, equal voting finally gained in 1948 when plural voting abolished.

Parties could not ignore the changing society and had to adapt the political system.

Post 1850 there was rarely any severe pressure to act any other way.

Pressure from outside Parliament.

The 1832 Reform Act occurred as a result of a series of economic and social changes:
· The industrialization, growth of large towns, growing importance of the middle and working classes undermined the claims of the aristocracy to be the natural leaders of society.

· The growth of nonconformity in religion undermined the deferential attitudes towards Anglican landed elite.

· Growth of political clubs and radical newspapers contributed to the development of political awareness among working people.

· Periodic economic crises caused severe distress that swelled the ranks of the radial movement; radical leaders such as Cobbett were able to link corruption and misgovernment with its unrepresentative nature.
Pressure from outside parliament played a crucial role in persuading those elected under the old system to introduce reform.

The Act was introduced by a Whig government and was framed in a way to strengthen aristocratic control over the parliamentary system.

It was a measure designed to prevent a transition to democracy, not to set a course in that direction.

IMPACT

OPENING THE DOOR: THE FIRST REFORM ACT, 1832
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No modern historian would agree with J. R. M. Butler in the Passing of the Great Reform Bill (1914) that the Act ‘placed the feet of the nation firmly in the direction of democracy’. 
Evans (2000) pointed out that viewing history with hindsight corrupts the context of the actual event.

The Whigs were attempting to stop democracy – aiming to ‘reform in order to preserve’.

Many believe the Act did very little and left many irregularities and abuses that were the main criticisms of the pre-Act system.

Gash (1979) wrote the Act was ‘no more than a clumsy but vigorous hacking at the old structure to make it roughly more acceptable’.

Vernon (1993) went further, arguing ‘English politics became progressively less democratic during this period as political subjectivities and the public political sphere were defined in increasingly restrictive and exclusive fashions.

Evans (2000) on the other hand reinstates the view that it did have a significant impact.
Continuity with the pre-1832 system
For details of the results of the Act see Chapter 5.

Made many changes in the franchise qualifications in boith borough and county constituencies.

Numerous seats were redistributed, although the electoral system still contained many abuses.

· Electorate increased from 478,000 to 813,000 (United Kingdom total figures) but with was still only 8% of the population.
· Extensive redistribution of parliamentary seats in major towns. Post 1832 there was still a preference for seats to be in rural Southern England. Equal electoral constituencies were not a reality.

· Voting was still done openly and therefore there was pressure and influence. Bribery, intimidation and violence were just as prevalent after as before.
· MPs were not paid and had to satisfy a property qualification. The majority of them were landed people, not significantly more middle class Mps and was still impossible for working class.

On one level very little was changed. Parliament represented ‘interests’ rather than numbers.
The franchise was restricted to propertied people and the landed elite dominated political life.

For working class campaigners the Act represented a step backwards.

Some boroughs had more open franchise qualifications, entitling many working class men to vote.

The Reform Act let these men keep the right to vote but not to pass it on to their descendants.

This was the basis for Vernon’s claim it was less democratic.

Impact of the Reform Act

As has been shown in Chapter 5, the Act had a significant impact of political life.

· More contested elect5ions after 1832. Voters had more influence over the Houses of Commons.

· Party organization and dominance of politics were given a significant boost.

· Due to the manner it was passed the Act provided a dominance of the Commons over the House of Lords.

· The influence of the monarchy, particularly over the choice of ministers and general elections was much reduced.

· Local government was reformed, breaking the monopoly of Tory landowners over the government in towns.

· General elections began to become the means by which government were chosen. Public opinion became a more important factor in political calculations.

Political life changed a lot but aristocratic dominance remained, just as the Whigs had intended.
Whig strategy of gaining the support of the Middle Classes was proved when they opposed the Chartists between 1837048.
Neither the Whigs nor the middle classes believed further reform was necessary or desirable..

However, a precedent had been set – this was never the intention of the Whigs and one of the major reasons the Tories opposed it.

Peel stated ‘I have been uniformly opposed to reform on principle because I am unwilling to open a door which I saw no prospect of being able to close’.

POLITICAL CHANGES

HOW WAS THE POLITICAL SYSTEM CHANGED?
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Whig strategy was to ‘reform in order to preserve.
They wanted to strengthen the independence of the Commons against the crown with extra independence and the loss of rotten boroughs etc
Gash (1979) played down the importance of the act as there were no radical changes to the system.
‘represented no more than a clumsy but vigorous hacking at the old structure to make it a roughly more acceptable shape’
Evans (1996) argues ‘legislation of prime importance’ as it redrew the political map.
It let the government continue with reform of the church, social policy and local government.
Evans – ‘had dynamic as well as conservative implications’.
What was changed by the Reform Act?
Voters increased from 478,000 to 800,000.
This was still only 8%.
Mainly the middle class with the £10 householder franchise.
Counties found 40-shilling freeholders were joined as voters by the tenant farmers.
Constituencies were created. 
22 new boroughs had two seats.
20 new boroughs with one seat.
Among new constituencies were watering places, such as Brighton and Cheltenham and older industrial towns such as Stroud and Frome.
Whigs wanted to enfranchise ‘interests’ rather than numbers.
56 of the smallest boroughs lost their seats and 30 small boroughs lost one of their seats.
Country representation was increased.
Elections did not change much.
1806-32 less than 38% of elections (usually below 30%0 were contested.
First election after the act 74% of seats were contested.
1832-65 average contestation was 59%.

PROGRESS THROUGH PARLIAMENT

The Reform Bill
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Grey’s instructions to the draftees of the bill were to prepare a measure ‘large enough to satisfy public opinion and afford sure ground of resistance to further innovation’.

Presented to the Commons in March 1831, the bill was a mixture of concession and strengthening measures.

For the Middle Classes there were proposed changes:


- Many ‘rotten’ boroughs lost their representation, and others gained in 
industrial towns. Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, Bradford, Halifax and 
Oldham would be among 22 towns to gain two seats in Parliament.

- Franchise qualification in borough elections was to be made uniform. ₤10 
householders gained the vote – ensuring only ‘respectable’ middle classes could vote in boroughs.

The interests of the aristocracy were protected by the following:

- Many seats were redistributed to the counties, increasing the number of 
landed MPs.


- 40-shilling freeholders were to be voters, preventing people who didn’t 
own land to vote in the counties.


- Voters in the new boroughs, i.e. Birmingham and Manchester, were 
disqualified from voting in county elections. Protecting the power of the 
landowners in county constituencies close to industrial areas.


- Not all of the ‘nomination’ boroughs were to lose their representation. 
Some safe seats were preserved for government ministers.


- No secret ballot, considering it to be furtive and ‘in-English’.

HOW DID THE BILL PROGRESS THROUGH PARLIAMENT, 1831-2?

Presented to Parliament by Lord John Russell in March 1831.

Passing its second reading in the House of Commons by one vote, the Tories succeeded in amending the Bill at the committee stage.

Grey refused the amendments and persuaded the King to dissolve Parliament and call a general election.

The victory for the reformers was decisive. The Tory opponents suffered heavy losses.

Most that remained were elected in ‘nomination’ boroughs that were to be abolished.

A second Reform Bill was introduced into the next parliament and again the Tories attempted to amend it at committee stage.

The ‘Chandos clause’, by which the right to vote in county seats would be extended to tenant farmers, was accepted by the government.

By the end of September 1831 the Bill had passed through all its stages in the House of Commons and was sent to the Lords.

Resistance in the Lords

Consisting of entirely of hereditary peers and the senior bishops of the Church of England, it was for more Tory than the Commons.
The bill was rejected, the Lords still had the power of veto.

A storm of protest occurred – demonstrations by political unions, numerous petitions, radical press were critical of bishops, some 21 of whom voted against the bill.

Major riots occurred in Nottingham, Bristol and Derby.

Bristol had the worst were it lasted for three days before the military enforced order.

Bishops Palace, the Mansion House and the customs House were destroyed. Prisoners from local jails had been released.

Death estimates range from 12 to 120.

Lord Melbourne, home Secretary, was said to have been ‘frightened to death’ by the Bristol riots.

The government had no alternative but to continue to struggle.

The Bill was revised a little to appease the opponents and presented a third time in December.

By March 1832 the Bill had been approved by the Commons and presented to the Lords.

An attempt to hold up the Bill forced Grey to ask the King to create 50 Whig peers to overthrow the Tory majority but he refused.

After Grey resigned the king invited the Duke of Wellington to form a new government.

‘To stop the Duke, go for gold’

The radical movement now played a part.
Politic unions organized mass meetings and petitions.

Talk of armed uprising, starting in Birmingham.

Place and Attwood appeared willing to support the use of force and urged members of the political unions to arm themselves.

The Middle Classes were urged not to pay their taxes and withdraw funds from the banks.

The cry above was intended to precipitate a financial crisis and thereby apply indirect pressure on Wellington’s attempt to form a government.

Wellington admitted defeat when Peel refused to join him.

The King had to recall Grey and promise him the introduction of Whig peers.

Opposition in Parliament collapsed and the Whig peers were unnecessary.

June 1832 the House of Lords passed the bill and it was given royal assent.

HOW IMPORTANT WAS PRESSURE FROM OUTSIDE PARLIAMENT IN THE PASSING OF THE REFORM BILL?

The long struggle to pass the bill was done against a backdrop of meetings, petitions, demonstrations and occasional riots in the country.

Whig ministers did not mention these pressures as they could have been accused to have been giving in under unconstitutional methods.

Whig case was reform was necessary to prevent revolution.

This was credible due to the external agitation.

Tory opposition claimed Grey was inflaming public opinion and using the agitation as a tool.

They were worried radicals would use force again for further reform.

Whig attitudes

There was a complex relationship between Whigs and the extra-parliamentary reform movement.

Grey took office in 1830 committed to reform and backed by other Whigs such as Russell, Durham, Brougham and Hobhouse.
Exactly what form the reform would take was unknown and a committee was drawn up.

Reduction in the duration of governments, a secret ballot and other proposals were not ruled out.

The Whig party was not whole-heartedly behind Grey – the Bill had to be radical enough to appease the Middle Classes but not radical enough to introduce the working class.

Whigs and reformers

There were links between Whig ministers and some of the leaders of moderate reform groups.
Lord Melbourne, Hoe Secretary, regarded Francis Place as a reliable source of information on public opinion.

Hobhouse and Brougham had close links to radicals such as James Mill.

Russell commissioned Edward Baines to carry out a survey in Leeds to investigated the proposal of ₤10 householder franchise.

October 1831 and May 1832, after the bill had been blocked extra-parliamentary pressure increased the support for Whig ministers.

The ‘Days of May’ were major importance in preventing the duke of Wellington from forming a government.

It is also apparent that the threat of revolution strengthened Grey’s reserve. There would have been more danger of revolution if he had turned back from reform.

