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GENERAL
HOW HEALTHY WAS THE WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT AT THE END OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY?





P146

1880s women’s suffrage appeared to have stagnated, if not in decline.

Membership and income were falling.

A Bristol member reported that between 1884 and 1904 supporters were ‘disheartened but kept working’.

There were a number of problems:

· 1884 Third Reform Act extended the franchise to male householders but the Liberal government introduced this reform refused women’s suffrage. Gladstone argued that the House of Lords wouldn’t have accepted it, although Gladstone was opposed anyway. Sophia Jex-Blake left women feeling ‘conspicuously isolated’. The Act removed the momentum of the campaign building up since 1867; neither the Tories nor Liberals would support the cause for a while.
· Politically active women found in wake of the 1883-83 reforms that parties encouraged participation in party political work. 1883 Primrose League founded and the Women’s Liberal Federation (WLF) in 1887 gave women the opportunity to work within the ‘pale of the constitution’. This had too dangers, one that it distracted women away from their own work and secondly it undermined the non-party nature of the campaign. This was especially true when the WLF tried to affiliate itself with the NSWS in 188.
Details of change
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Franchise: uniform franchise for counties and boroughs; all adult males occupying land or ‘tenants’ worth ₤10 a year or more.

CREATING AN ‘UNMODERATED DEMOCRACY’? REFORM AND REDISTRIBUTION, 1884-5
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1867 Reform Act established a household suffrage in boroughs but in the counties it was still based on a narrow property qualification.

This didn’t survive long, 1884 Gladstone in his second term tackled it.

There was little pressure from the counties themselves for farm laborers; the radical wing of the Liberal Party was pressurizing.

Liberals assumed farm laborers would support them and that the Tory counties would lose their grip.

Tories opposed the bill but Lord Salisbury showed great tactical skill.  
He couldn’t use the Lords as this would look like a self-serving, reactionary minority. Salisbury said he it would only pass with a major Redistribution Bill.

Party leader negotiations resulted in the Arlington Street Compact agreement, laying down the principles of redistribution.

Together the 1884 Franchise Act and the 1885 Redistribution Act together brought one of the most radical changes of the nineteenth century.

Franchise Act

Very substantial, 2.5 million voters added, most of who were farm laborers or rural craftsmen.

Greatest number of voters ever added.

The household suffrage qualification made a contemporary writer, Sir Herbert Maine, described the system as ‘unmoderated democracy’, although it wasn’t.
Same people excluded after 1867 as in 1884.

Those of little literacy could not have understood the bureaucratic nature of registering.

Before WWI a third of adult males were disenfranchised and that vast majority were unskilled and casual workers.

This was particularly evident in large cities where registration rates were generally lower than the counties.

Redistribution Act

1885 Redistribution Act brought most far-reaching redistribution of the nineteenth century reforms.

Traditionally each county and borough had two MPs; this was amended in 1832 and 1867 so some had been reduced to one and others grown.

Some redrawing had occurred in 1867 but most were still based on historical communities.

There was still a large variation in electorate sizes – the heavy bias in favor of southern England still existed.
Constituencies of equal size. Two major changes introduced constituencies roughly equal in size.
50,000 electors on average, constituencies redrawn to bring greater equality.

Constituencies of less than 15000 lost their representation, those between 15000 and 50000 lost one MP and those over 50,000 were divided into separate constituencies.

Disparity between constituency sizes still existed but the principle had been accepted 

The independent Boundary Commission was set up for regular reviews.

Single-member constituencies. Most constituencies after 1885 had one MP.
Counties and boroughs were divided, Parliament lost its connections to historic communities it had formerly represented.

Bristol was divided into four, North, South, East and West.

Some outlying suburbs were included into the Frome Division of Somerset or the Thornbury Division of Gloucestershire.

All large towns and cities were divided in a similar way.

Not only were the constituency’s artificial creations but were also often dominated by each other.
Boundaries were drawn with regard to ‘the pursuits of the people’.

Economic and social factors were taken into account with the result that some constituencies had an over whelming working-class electorate whilst others a middle-class one.

Salisbury was aware of the middle-class’ tendency to turn to the Tories, he ensured that there were many suburban constituencies were the middle classes would be in control.

The result was a major increase in Tory MPs from large towns.

