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Franchise: All adult males (21+) with at least sixth month’s residence could vote. Women over 30 able to vote if (a) they were local government electors (b) householders (c) their husbands were entitled to vote.
Seats: an extensive redistribution of seats to larger cities and towns.

A MASS ELECTORATE: THE REPRESENTATION OF THE PEOPLE ACT, 1918
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The background to the change in attitudes to enfranchisement is in Chapter 5.
This was the most radical Act and was brought about because of WWI.

Evans (2000) ‘Britain was jerked into [democracy] by the horrendous discontinuity of the First World War’.

The War destroyed any view that women or working class men were unfit for democracy.

Lloyd George and other politicians strongly supported male suffrage, due to the sacrifice of many young men.

As women were deomonstrating their war efforts aswell they could not be left out.

Tories continued to have fears about a working class majority. 

Many Tories believed allowing older women to vote – typically conservatives- would be an equaliser.

By 1918 ‘a patriotic consensus’ was in favour of reform.

Changes in the electorate

An expansion of the electorate by almost three.

Including about 8million women, now making up around 40% of the electorate.

Extended voting rights to the men excluded after 1884, the vast majority of whom were in the working classes.

Almost three quartes of those voting in 1918 would do so for the first time.

It did not however create a system of ‘one person, one vote’.

· Large number of adult women excluded due to their age, younger women, ‘flappers’, were considered to lack maturity necessary for political judgement.

· Around 5% of adultmales id no register to vote for numerous reasons.

· Plural voting was allowed to continue, although limited to one extra vote. Middle-class men often had an extra vote in university seats or in a constituency with a business in it.

Redistribution of seats

The 1918 Act continued extensive redistribution and followed on the 1885 Act.

The remaining smaller parliamentary boroughs lost their seats and most places became single seats.

Redistribution continued to divide areas on class lines, many suburban constituencies in which the middle classes dominated aided the tories.

Evans (2000) calculated the number of seats dominated by the middle class was around 200.

More seats were also created in coal mining areas where the lower class had a majority.

Many undemocratic features remained after 1918.

Inequality between voting rights for men and women was only redress in the 1928 Equal Franchise Act.

In 1948 the plural voting was removed but even so post 1918 Britain can be considered democratic, certainly in comparison to pre-1918 Britain.
Impact on political parties: 249-53

WHAT WAS THE IMPACT OF THE 1918 REPRESENTATION OF THE PEOPLE ACT ON THE PARTIES?
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The effects of the act were far reaching on parties.
The class, age and gender of the electorate were radically different.

The new young men and women voting for the first time and major redistribution of seats and loss of small boroughs and gain of large towns.

Apart form discrimination against women the process was now democratic and parties had to appeal to the mass electorate for success.

The political situation between 1918 and 1931 contained the following key features:

· Sustained rise in support for the Labour Party post 1918. Labour replaced the Liberals as the main progressive force and the first Labour government took power in 1924, albeit as a minority. Labour reached a peak in 1929 with 37% of the vote.

· Split in Liberal party continued after the war, proving a handicap. Lloyd George continued his Coalition Government with the Tories until they ditched him in 1922. Asquith attempted to maintain an independent Liberal Party in opposition to Lloyd George. They reunited in 1923 but the damage was done. Strength in the commons dropped dramatically post 1923. 1929 they won 59 seats, an improvement on 1924 results.
· Tories most successful during 1918-31, Either in coalition with Lloyd George or in government on their own, they were in office for 10 of the 13 years.

The Tories and Labour were better at getting the mass electorate.

1922 Tory success was only with 38%, whilst Liberal and Labour had 58%.

Tory strength was to b e found in the split between Asquith Liberals, Lloyd George Liberals and Labour.

As late as 1923 the Liberals’ share of the vote, 29.6%, was less that Labour with 30.5%. Yet the Liberals won 159 seats compared to Labour’s 191.

The workings of the electoral system had a major effect on the Liberals.

How did the electoral system help the Conservative Party?
· Tories gained numerous seats in redistribution. Shift in population since 1885 meant growth in suburban areas, and creation of more of these areas.

· Granting votes to women over 30 was, better for Tories than Liberals or Labour. Took care to cultivate women, especially Baldwin’s leadership. Only in 1923 did women make a difference when large numbers voted against Baldwin when he campaigned for the abandonment of free trade.

· Significant numbers of working class supported them (see pages 240-2). Possibly one-third were regular or intermittent Tory voters. The Labour Party never got more votes than the Tories during 1918-31.

Few of the benefits were automatic results from the electoral system.

The Tories succeeded in adapting themselves, the success was built on the following foundations:

· Large mass membership meant many volunteer helpers. Particularly successful at including women and had more than Labour. Former Primrose League members and disillusioned middle class women from the Liberals given active role in canvassing. Over 1 million women by the late 1920s.

· Efficient party organisation ensured professional campaign running. Full-time agents provided with training. Tories had more full-time agents, as it had more money to maintain a professional organisation but also because they recognised the need.
· The ability to adapt its policy to the changed complexion of the electorate. Tories continued to present themselves as the national party and bulwark against socialist revolution there was willingness to employ some social reform. Baldwin’s government, 1924-29, introduced progressive social reforms that addressed some lower-class and women’s concerns.

The Tories had a more efficient canvass and were better at ensuring their voters voted.

‘Getting the vote out’ became as important as finding the right policies in the new political era.

How did the Labour Party benefit?

· The advent of full adult suffrage benefited the Labour Party in the long term but Labour made only modest gains over 1920 in 1918. No immediate correlation between increased suffrage and Labour support.

· The creation of more constituencies in industrial areas, particularly in the coalfields, benefited them.

As with the Tories, Labour had to take advantage of the new opportunities. They did this in numerous ways:

· New party structure in 1918, the LRC had been an unwieldy alliance of trade unions with the ILP which was not suited for building a party for constituency level. Individual membership in constituency parties, linked by a strong central organisation. This took time and it was not until 1923 that it was done properly.

· Women’s sections drew female supporters into the work of the party.

· Labour leaders placed great influence on public meetings as means of reaching the mass electorate, following Gladstone. Effective use of poster campaigns.

· Links to the trade unions were essential as the main source of finance and vehicle for the message. Union membership had grown dramatically during WWI and by 1920 a majority of the manual labour force were members of a union.

· Failure of coalition and conservative governments to deal with unemployment was an issue they exploited.

Both Tory and Labour parties took full advantage of another aspect of the electoral system – at the expense of the Liberals. 

With single-member constituencies in a ‘first past the post’ system there was a bias against third party candidates.
Liberals often found themselves in this position by 1920.

The Tories had their safe country and middle-class suburb seats whilst Labour was establishing itself in working-class districts, particularly coalfields.

The Liberal vote, at over 29% in 1922 and 1923 was still significant but tended to be more spread across numerous areas and was difficult to get seats.

Other parties began to claim a Liberal vote was a wasted vote as their position became publicly noted.
Middle-class Liberals tended to go Tory whilst working-class Liberals went to Labour.

Proportional representation would have been better for the Liberals, it had been under consideration in 1918.

It would also have prevented the Tories from forming a government in1922 with less than 40% of the vote.

The idea had been opposed by the Tories and neither Labour nor the Liberals had been bothered by it.
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