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particular. Many leading historians called the period “the heroic age of popular
radicalism.” (qtd Evans 15) This expression implies much more the wide spread of radical
views and the several challenges that faced government during this period, especially with
the increase of confident attacks against it since only small unclected group of wealthy

landowners controlled it.

As the French revolution occurred in the late eighteenth century, it left behind it a
myriad of radical ideas that influenced many British thinkers and intellectuals. Among
some of the most distinguishable and compelling thinkers: Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine,

William Cobbett and Henry Hunt. These were specific intellectuals of this period. Each of

them carried a different path in terms of belief and political ideas.

It is nearly impossible to speak about radicalism without dealing with the French
revolution since it was the outburst in modem political world. Edmund Burke as an
intellectual and Whig reformer who deeply invested in the British political life, he regarded
the revolution in general as an obligation to repair the resentment existed in society.
Actually, he sought no constitutional change since he was a traditionalist who cared a lot
about the old political system used by his ancestors. He rejected some concepts such as
universal rights because he believed in inheritance and slow historical progression. This

idea is identified by this quote “We have an inheritable crown; an inheritable py

ge; an
House of Commons and a people inheriting privileges, franchise and liberties from a long
line of ancestors”. In this quotation Burke demonstrated that the British political system
was hereditary since the monarch inherited the Crown and members in the House of Lords
inherited their titles. According to him even privileges, the right to vote and liberties were

inherited not granted to ordinary people (Kohl 70).
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Burke was against the French revolution which he deseribed as chaotic and
unpredictable act that caused the destruction of the whole society. In fact, Burke didn’t
oppose the revolution in itself but he opposed the brutality and violence of the revolution.
He showed his support to less violent revolutions like the American Revolution which
successfully freed Americans from the British oppression. Interestingly, Burke didn’t stand
firmly against any change but in the contrary Burke argued that “the state without the
means of some change is without the means of its conservative. Without such means it
might even risque the loss of that part of the constitution which it wished most religiously
to preserve.” (qtd Harrington 4) This quotation demonsrates that Burke’s political visions
did not base on complete rejection to any political change but on his belief derived from a

notion that change is a historical and gradual process (4).

Politically, Burke expressed his attitude towards the French revolution in his
famous pamphlet entitled Reflections on the Revolution in France. This latter considered
by many historians as a warning against the consequences of the French revolution and the
wide spread of popular radicalism during the 18% century. He attempted to rise awareness
among people in order to avoid bloodshed and violence that may led the country to a mess

(Philip 4, 5).

An important thinker and political philosopher who contrasted with Burke ideas
and urged for reform and democracy was Thomas Paine. He was a revolutionary sign
during the 18" century. He transmitted his political views through a series of essays and
pamphlets the most famous ones were; first of all, Common Sense (1776) in which was an
opening to what become a flow of powerful outcries for freedom of thinking and writing.
Actually, in this pamphlet, he advocated a complete independence for the American
colonies and argued that republicanism is the sole form of government to guarantee

freedom of people. Secondly, Right of Men (1791-1792) which was a reply to those who
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attacked the French revolution in particular or any revolution for freedom and equality

(Belchem).

Actually, Rights of Men expressed Thomas Paine thoughts about the natural rights

of individuals and also his positions toward monarchy and privilege. He said that

The vanity and presumption of governing beyond the grave is the
‘most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies. Man has no property
in man; neither has any generation a property in the generations
which are to follow. The parliament or the people of 1688, or of
any other period had no more rights to dispose of people of the

present day or to control them in any shape whatever... (Paine 9)

In this quotation, Thomas Paine drew a pieture of radical and social transformation.
He argued that change for general principles and construction of government is very

important. Since, every period and cach generation must act as free as possible for isclf.

Furthermore, Paine asserted that tyranny and old political system were outdated and the
presence time is just for democracy and equality because no more people accepted to be
under the control of any kind of oppression or oligarchy. That's why, it is important to
know that the concepts of equality and freedom stressed by Thomas Paine were greatly
fostered the notion of radicalism among the British people, especially with the malfunction

political system which failed in providing equal rights to all the citizens in the kingdom

(Paine 9, 10).

Increasingly, William Cobbett was one of the radical journalists who stressed for
change through his newspaper Weekly Political Register. It was first started in 1802 and

continuous till 1832. This newspaper enabled Cobbett to use radical means to break the
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power of what he regarded as a selfish oligarchy and thus established the carlier England

of his imagination (Osborne).

William Cobbett broadcast both direct and indirect messages to the mass audience
who read his newspaper. At first, he stated that the main cause of the British distress was

government which was described as the “old corruption” because in one hand, it was

dominated by unelected leading landowners and in the other hand, it was based on
patronage and nepotism. Moreover, Cobbett criticized heavily the landed elite and the act
of raising money by taxing ordinary people in order to support unrepresentative and
unequal system which suppressed the liberties of people (Evans 19). Second, he stressed
on parliamentary reform because he believed that it was the sole solution for cconomic

distress and it was the only tool to reduce the national debt (Osborne).

In fact, Cobbett’s ideas and his continuous criticism to the British government led

to his imprisonment for two years accused by sedition (Osbome). When dealing with

Cobbett contribution and participation in radical press and radicalism in general, we notice
that Cobbett stressed for parliamentary reform was not just for change but it was for

political and social improvement in Britain.

Another important radical figure and political reformer was Henry Hunt known as
the “orator” Hunt for his well common speeches in which he claimed for universal

suffrage, annual parliament and the repeal of the Corn Laws. Hunt was considered

pioneer of the working class radicalism. He involved in radicalism during the Napoleonic
wars where he denounced both British political parties (Whigs and Tories). In fact, Henry
Hunt rapidly made a name for himself as an effective and influential orator who developed
the peaceful mass meeting into a key feature of radical protest since he believed that mass

pressure was the kes

olution to obtain parliamentary reform (Evans 17).
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In 1819, Hunt was arrested and charged with holding a seditious meeting after the
famous historical event in St Peter’s Fields in Manchester, in which he attended the
meeting as an orator to speak about parliamentary reform but unfortunately, this meeting
ended with the interference of magistrate and it became known as a Peterloo Massacre.
While he was in prison he wrote his Memoires where he tried to explain to his followers
the principles that led him to become a radical, those principles were based on democratic

ideas like liberty and equality for all citizens (Simkin).

Interestingly, almost all the British radical of this period were inspired by earlier
thinkers and philosophers that enlightened the world in general by their principles and
ideas and gave a spark of hope to many people to live in a better societies. Among the
leading light of the Age of Reason we can state, John Lock, Jean Jack Rousseau,
Montesquieu, Voltaire and many others who changed the stream of thoughts for many

generations.
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Conclusion

‘To sum up, we can say that British political system in the pre reform period was not
a truly democratic system and it was far from democracy. It was characterized by
unrepresentative parliament which was dominated by the landed aristocracy. Despite the
changes brought by the time and the emergence of new circumstances such as the effects
of the industrial revolution and the growth of population, the political system remained as
it is if not worse than before. Since, it didn’t meet the needs of the time. These factors in
addition to the French revolution led to the spread of radical ideas that stressed the pass of

the Great Reform Act of 1832,
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Introduction

Democracy in Britain did not come from emptiness. During the early nineteenth
century, Britain witnessed waves of fundamental changes. Especially with the emergence
of pressure movement and new events that transformed the political as well as the social
landscape in Britain and gave birth to the Great Reform Act of 1832 after a long and
chaotic time of crisis and challenges. This latter was considered as a key element for the
British democratic process. In this chapter we deal with the main erisis and upheavals that
preceded the passing of the Great reform bill and we describe the discontent and
dissatisfaction that prevailed in the British society, then we introduce the Reform Act of
1832 and the process of passing this bill. The chapter provides also one of the positive and

important consequences of the Reform Act which was the emergence of Chartism.

3.1 The Crises of the Reform Act and its Effects

Before dealing with the process of the reform act of 1832, it is worth to mention the
crises and upheavals that preceded it. Particularly, with the wide spread of radicalism and
radicals that urged for parliamentary reform in the late cighteenth century and early

nine

th. It is nearly impossible to tackle the issue of the reform act without mentioning

the main challenges and crises that threatened the stability of Britain at that time.

In fact, the period preceding the reform act of 1832 was a period of sustained
pressure and discontent either in politics, economics o even in social and religious life, in
which Britain took some unpredictable measures that worsened the situation rather than

improved it (Evans 82).
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The years after the Napolconic wars saw unprecedented levels of social and
economic unrest in Britain. During this period, there was a highly and 2 massive mood of
displeasure and discontent, especially among the working class who suffered from
unemployment, low wages, heavy burden taxation and bad working conditions that
resulted in many crises and riots in Britain. In 1817, in the so called March of Blanketeers,
a group of the working class (weavers) gathered in Manchester to organize a march to
London in order to introduce a petition to Prince Regent. They were about 4000 weavers
who sat with blankets peacefully in order to attract the attentions of authorities to the
difficult living conditions of the northem workers. However, they were surprised by the
British authorities preventing them from carrying their campaign. Afier a brief fighting
between the workers and the cavalries, one man was killed. This incident in one hand
marked the success of the British government to suppress any attempt or campaign that
might disturb their interests. In the other hand it was an experience in which radicals were
convinced that the sole solution to achieve their demands was to mobilize the distress to

take its political form (Evans 22).

‘The failure of the weaver’s agitations to make any improvement in their situation
combined with the economic distress tumed again the working class attentions toward
politics. In 1819, the year of trouble as many historians described it, marked a very
important event which was Peterloo Massacre. On the 16" August 1819, thousands of
workers from Manchester and surrounding districts gathered peacefully in St Peter’s Fields
to listen to orator Hunt’s speech advocating annual parliaments, universal suffrage and the
ballot. Magistrates surprised by the large members of the crowd and feared uprising. As a
reaction they ordered cavalries to arrest Hunt. When cavalries moved closer to the
hustings, the crowd started to link arms to stop them. Therefore, a brutal struggle was

occurred in which eleven people were killed and more than 400 injured (Halsall 1). After
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few days, radicals were referring to the event as Peterloo M: stic analogy to

cre as sarg

Wellington’s most famous military victory over Napoleon in Waterloo (Evans, 2011).
Interestingly, many contemporaries argued that the event of Peterloo aroused the
national political clamor among the ordinary people in general and among radicals and

Whi

in particular. Basically, most poets and intellectuals at the time argued that “the

memory of Peterloo would never fade: it remained vividly alive for generations to come,
and inspired hundreds of new reformers.” (Briggs 211) In this quotation, the author
demonstrated that the events of Peterloo inspired and encouraged many radicals to carry
out their struggle to get their rights. As it confirmed that reform was a truly national cause

in which many people sacrificed their lives to achicve it

Accordingly, Peterloo Massacre demonstrated the strong will of the British people
to maintain their civil rights and libertics, as it showed also the dissatisfaction and

displeasure of people about their political and social status

After the tragedy of Peterloo, it came the Cato Street Conspiracy in 1820 which
was referred as an attempt made by some radicals called themselves Spencean taking their

names from the British radical speaker Thomas Spence to murder members of the British

cabinet ministers and their Prime Minister Lord Liverpool who was an obstacle against any
attempt to reform or change in the British constitution. The name of this event Cato Street
came from meeting place in London. However, the police had informed that a group of

London extremists were prepared to murder the cabinet. Thus they arrested all members of

those organizing gang members (Bloy).

Actually, during Liverpool government there was a great emphasis on
“underground conspiracies” which kept the government very well informed that’s what

Evans clarified in this quotation * a good intelligence system and pre-emptive force against
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those small and disparate, minorities prepared to challenge its new legislation was amply
sufficient” in this quotation the author demonstrated that government prepared a well
organized system of conspiracy which could suppress any attempt of insurrection or other

operations that might threaten the peace of the nation. In fact, the Cato Street Conspiracy

demonstrated the unrest and fear of bloodshed displayed in Britain afler the refusal of the
reform bill of January 1817 and the hard economic situation that encouraged many people

to take action against the government (Evans 21),

Not surprisingly, that most contemporaries acknowledged the threat presented by
the crises and upheavals and the extent of dissatisfaction and hatred of people to the
political and social system of the time. Henry Cockburn an observer at that time stated that
“I have never know a period at which the people’s hatred of the government was so general

and so fierce” even the authorities announced that they should pay attention to the

surrounding events because they believed that “a revolution underground existed in
Britain” and they were frightened from the lack in capacity and ability to deal with them

(Lee, 1994,22).

Interestingly, the panic of the British government was clearly shown by the passing
of restraints measures that prevented people from any attempt to demonstrate against social

or political order.

At first the government concentrated on gathering information by using spies.
Then, in 1817, the govemment suspended Habeas Corps in order to forbid what it
considered as * seditious meetings” these measures were followed in the 1819 after the
Petrloo Massacre by Six Acts which gave the authority to magistrates to search houses for

arms and seditious literature. These acts imposed restrictions on the political meeting
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enabled trials to take place without jurics, and also raised taxation on pamphlets and

newspapers to suppress the actions of those radicals who sought change (Lee, 1994, 23).

Another important event that shaped this period was the question of catholic

emancipation. By the arousing events in Ireland which became a part of the united

kingdom in 1801 after the passing of the Act of Union. The issue of catholic emancipation
had become one of the alarming issues in the British politics. Catholics had suffered
diserimination and marginalization. In fact, Catholics in the early1800s were not allowed
to take office under the crown or sit as members of parliament. Consequently, the cause of
the Catholic emancipation was forced after 1832 when Daniel O’Connell, an Irish catholic

lawyer who founded the Catholic Association which raised the Irish political question.

in Ircland aroused, also demands for

Subscquently, Agitations and demonstrations
Catholics representations and more rights for the Irish people. Wellington’s government
was in great dilemma whether to grant Catholics a full political emancipation or to face the
danger of civil war at Ireland, particularly in time which Wellington knew the hostile face
of the Irish population and duc to his fear from a general uprising in Ireland and its cffect

on Britain. The relief act was passed in 1829 (Whitefield 59).

‘The Catholic Emancipation enabled the Roman Catholics to vote in parliamentary
election and to take office or to be appointed cither to local or national responsibilities
(Evans 42). In fact, O’Connell’s victory gave hope to many British radicals to achieve
parliamentary reform and to make the change they sought in their country. Moreover, the
Irish cause was an important event that raised many questions about the nature of the

British political system and its different governmental abuses

Another important event that raised the pace of demonstrations and caused public

agitations in the pre reform period was the scandals of the royal family. That latter was
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by many British people as symbol of power and prestige for the kingdom. These

seandals were related particularly to King George IV (1820-1830). Historians considered
that George IV"s personality and behaviors were the leading factors that led to the decline
of the British monarchy. Subsequently, while he was still Prince of Wales, his conducts

activated many controvers

including his secret marriage (o a catholic woman in 1785
carlier than his marriage to his cousin Princess Caroline in 1795; the new couple was never
compatible. This act of Prince George IV was considered as violation to two acts
concering the marriage of royal family. The first was the Royal Marriages Act that
needed permission from the king for all marriages of the royal blood, and the second was
the Act of Settlement which forbade marriage to catholic. When George TIT died on 29
Tanuary 1820 and George VI became the king, he wasted no time in telling his ministers to
postpone all other considerations of the state regardless of its importance since his urgent
priority was to divorce Queen Caroline. This event caused large waves of anger against the
King and resulted in both the personal unpopularity of the King and the loss of formal

political power for the British Monarchy (Tate 26),

What deteriorated things to develop in a negative way was the economic
disturbance of 1829-1831. These commotions were obviously harsh on both the British
political and social life. The harvest was an inadequate factor in both 1828 and 1829 that
led to a dramatic boom of food prices. Workers in the countryside called for reducing
taxation. Swing Riots started to break out first in august 1830 and continued to disturb
much of southen and easten England. Interestingly, Swing Riots was a movement of
workers and rural crafismen who became disillusioned by the difficult working conditions
and the low wages in addition to the irrationality of the British political system. As a result,

Workers acted violently by burning hay ricks and attacks the authorities, in particular the
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landowners who were accused for taking their lands. This movement put a high pressure

on parliament to take seriously the demands of the working class (Evans 83).

Briefly speaking, the period before and after the 1815 was considered as the most
dangerous in recent British history, historians argued that it was a case from the few cases

in which Britain lived under the threat of revolution at home. In essence, the period was

seen as a time of political and social hunger for change in Britain. These events put
pressure on the British government to take the demands of ordinary people more seriously

if they wanted to preserve peace in the state.

3.2 The Passing of the Reform Act

In 1830, a Whig government led by Charles Second Earl Grey, succeeded the Duke

Wellington’s administration and put an end to the Tories domination over government. The
retumn of the Whigs to power meant that some sort of reform was necessary since the
Whigs came with a strong responsibility to bring in a parliamentary reform act. The Whigs
cither exclusive o aristocratic were ready to accept political innovations. However, they
believed that only the privileged section of the community were prepared to adjust and to
improve their political status. Concening the other sections, it could be dangerous and

uncontrollable change that could threaten the existing social order in Britain. Grey

explained to King William IV the necessity of reform (Briggs236-238).

In late autumn of 1830, a small committee of four was formed to frame the content
of the reform bill to the new government including Lord Durham, Lord John Russell,

James Graham and J.W. Ponsonby was called also Viscount Duncannon (240).
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The leader of the Whig government Grey gave instruction to the committee who
drafted the reform bill to prepare a plan like he said “large enough to satisfy public opinion

and afford sure ground of resistance to further innovation”. (Whiteficld 63)

In fact, the plan of the first reform bill was discussed in great seerecy by members
of the committee. Lord Durham proposed the introduction of a secret ballot and the other
members of the committee demanded the reduction in the maximum time between general

elections from seven to five years. However, Grey rejected both proposals and he

considered the formers as “unmanly” and “un English” (Evans 89)

On 1% March, 1831, the first reform bill was introduced to parliament and it

surprised most MPs since it proposed the partial or total disenfranchisement of 107

boroughs with 2,000 inhabitants most of whom were under the influence of patrons. e

also proposed the semi-disenfranchisement of second group of boroughs with population
under 4,000 and gas

each of these boroughs one instead of two members. Furthermore,

they proposed the redistribution of 163 seats to the main urban centers of population and to
the most populated counties. A uniform £10 householder’s property franchise was
introduced for boroughs. In the counties some extensions for vote were also proposed,
though the 40 old shilling landed frechold remained the basic franchise. The Whig
reformers described the reaction of the Tories member in House of Common when Lord
Russell introduced the reform bill as “they were like men taking breath immediately after

an explosion.” (Evans 89, 90)

Earl Grey argued that the reform bill served as a tool to preserve the country and to
save the constitution by making it work effectively. He said that “the principle of my

reform is to prevent the necessity for revolution...I am reforming to preserve, not to

overthrow” Grey believed that reform is the sole solution for political stability and that his
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main aim from this reform was to enfranchise a new interest group that emerged with time
and to remove some of the worst aspects from the British political system such as rotten
boroughs (Whitefield 72). Macaulay a Whig member and a well known historian,
demonstrated the necessity of allowing the middle class to participate in the British

political arena. He argued that:

We say, and we say justly, that it is not by mere numbers but by
property and intelligence that the nation ought to be governed. Yet,
saying this, we exclude from all share in the government vast
masses of property and intelligence — vast numbers of those who
are most interested in preserving tranquility, and who know best

how to preserve it. (qtd Evans,1994,51,52)

In this quotation Macaulay stated the importance of including the middle class in
the existing constitution since they had property and intelligence which helped to stabilize
the country and preserve it from any danger. Therefore, he claimed that the British
government was in need of middle class to maintain peaceful state and to create a complete

compatibility between the aristocracy and the people represented by the middle class.

Furthermore, on 22 March 1831, the second reading of the first reform bill was
passed by a single vote 301/ 302. Historians argued that the House of Commons had never
seen such a large division in taking decisions. However, Tory opponents succeeded in
rejecting the bill at the committee by § votes on 19 April 1831.Grey refused to accept the
defeat and convinced the king to dissolve parliament and called for general election so that
the Whigs could secure a large majority in the House of Commons. Thus he could carry
the process of the reform bill. William IV accepted Grey's request and by this the 1831

general election became the first referendum on specific issue in the British political
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history because there had never been such issue that attracted the attention of the whole
society. Briggs Asa stated that “the election of 1831 was an election fought entirely around
the question of reform. There had never been such a single buming question of the
hour”.(243,244) In this quote the author demonstrated that the election of 1831 gained
great importance since it tumed around the reform question which many people at that time
saw it as a hope (0 acquire their right to vote. The result of the 1831 election was a decisive
majority for the Whig government. Actually, the election revealed an extremely large

public opinion in favor of the reform act

On 24 June, Lord Russell introduced the second reform bill which was similar to
the first one with slight modification. The bill was passed to the Commons after second
reading by the majority of 136 votes to the committee stage in which the opponents of the
bill slowed its progress since delay was the only tools left for them. Finally, on 22
September, it was passed to the House of Commons by 345 to 236 votes then it was sent to

the House of Lords (Briggs 251).

Despite the waming raised in the whole country from the effects of rejecting the
bill, the House of Lords defeated the bill on October 1831 by 199 votes to 158 by majority
of 41. This defeat provoked serics of protests in the country, massive demonstrations were
organized, and numerous pefitions were sent to parliament. The most serious riots occurred
in Nottingham, Derby and Bristol. The worst of these was in Bristol where rioters
controlled the city for three days, the mob started to destroy several building, including the

Palace of bishop of Bristol, the Mansion house of Lord Mayor of Bristol (Whitefield 64).

Most of the agitators and protestors sought parliamentary reform through the
passage of the bill. They demanded the pass of the bill through repeating their famous

slogans “the bill, the whole bill and nothing but the bill.” Accordingly, the British
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government was obliged to pass the bill since it had no possibility to preserve the stability
and peace in the kingdom without the passing of the bill. That's why, many historians
argued that Britain had never been closer to revolution than the autumn of 1831

(Cannadine 75).

On 12" December 1831, Russell reintroduced a third reform bill with some
modification concerning the borough disenfranchisement. The second reading was carried
by 162 majority of votes and the third reading by 355 to 239 votes. In the committee an
attempt by the Tories to postpone the passing of the bill was taking place by discussing
some issues concerning the disenfranchisement of some rotten boroughs. Grey felt that the
whole bill was eroded. He reached the end of his patience. In May, he asked King William
IV cither to create at least fifty peers or to accept the resignation of his ministers. During
this month protests and crisis started, these events were called Days of May which put the
kingdom in complete mess. The King refused and asked the opposite party to form a new
government under the leadership of Duke Wellington but no one wanted to be part of this
government because there was a spread of talk about  plan that urged the middle class to
refuse to pay their taxes and to withdraw their funds from the banks. That’s why outcries
raised to stop the formation of Wellington’s government “to stop the Duke, go for gold”
this was a warning to brink on financial crisis if Wellington accepted the request of the
monarch. So Wellington failed hopelessly to find support for his government (Whitefield

66).

‘The king who had already lost the popularity he had enjoyed during the first part of
his reign. William TV “swallowed his pride” and asked Grey to take again the reign of
govemment with securing promise to create the necessary peers to pass the reform bill.
This decision frightened the Lords and made more pressure on their reactions towards the

bill especially with their acknowledgement of the consequences if they continued in
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defeating the bill. Therefore, in spite of the continuation of some small group of peers to
protest against the bill and even accused Grey of acting in “Unconstitutional” manner. The
bill was passed through the committee stage in six days and it was read for a third time on
4 June by 106 peers voting for it and only 22 against it. Three days later, the bill received

the royal assent and became the Great Reform Act on 7 June 1832 (Briggs 258),

Interestingly, historians agreed that the Great Reform Act was great because it was
the first reform in the British political history that opened the door for further political and
even social reform. Also, it was the key element that pushed Britain towards the road of
democracy. Consequently, many contemporaries saw the act as “the feet of the nation

being placed in the direction of democracy”

Not surprisingly, that the Whig strategy had been to “reform” in order to prescrve.

he reform act of 1832 did not change the whole political system from the first step but in
the opposite as Evans argued that the act was “legislation of prime importance” because
first of all the act redrew the political map of England in order to impose geographical
faimess between the north and south. Secondly, the act nearly doubled the number of
electorate in terms of number of adult males who were entitled to vote. It increased from
around 478,000 to over 800,000 but still the number of qualified people for the franchise
represented only 8 percent of the total population. The graphic below demonstrates the

main changes in electorate after the Great Reform Act of 1832:
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Figure 3: Changes in English Electorate 1831-1832

Source: Neil, Johnston. The History of Parliamentary Franchise, p. 24.

In this graphic it is demonstrated that the Great Reform Act of 1832 brought several
changes in the electoral system in Britain since the act nearly doubled the number of voter
in the boroughs. That latter was considered as an element of corruption in the pre reform
period however after the passing of the act many of the ill practices in boroughs were
abolished. Therefore, we notice that there is a difference in term of members of electorates
between the 1831s and 1832s. Also the 1832 act was highly influenced the vote in
boroughs than in the counties mainly most of enfranchised group belonged to the new

urban cities.

Furthermore, the total number of seats remained the same at 658 but 143 of these
were redistributed. Fifty-six boroughs with less than 2,000 lost two members, while thirty-

one boroughs with between 2,000 and 4,000 lost one number, sixty-five seats were for the
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previous non franchised boroughs and a further sixty five for the countics, in addition to
the changes in property qualification that enabled the majority of the middle class to get

the right to vote o to be represented in parliament (Lee, 1994, 59).

‘The following map represents the main changes brought by the Great Reform Act of 1832

Figure 4: Parliamentary Representations after the Reform Act of 1832

Source: Whitefield, Bob. The Extension of the Franchise 1832-1931 .p. 80.

According to map, we can deduce that the reform act of 1832 put an end to the
notorious rotten borough that pervaded the British poliical system for centuries and they

were mostly replaced by new industrial cities like Leeds, Manchester. More than that the
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map presents also enfranchisement of many counties in which people in those areas gained

the ability to be representatives or represented in parliament.

Briefly speaking, we can say, that the Great Reform bill passed through a long
process that lasted for nearly two years, but it dealt with some of the problem of the old
political system even if it was not a major change but hence it was a great step which set
Britain on the road of a moder democratic state, starting from a well organized and

representative system of parliament.

3.3 The Emergence of Chartism

The first reform act may have satisfied the upper middle class but it neither satisfied
the majority of radicals nor the working class. This dissatisfaction led to the emergence of

Chartism.

Chartism was a political movement born out of working class disillusionment after

their exclusion from the enfranchisement when the reform act was passed in 1832. The
movement was created by William Lovett and members of London Working Men’s
Association who were strong believers of democracy and the necessity of the rights of
men. The movement took its name from People’s Charter petition drafted in 1838 by the
British radical William Lovett who believed greatly that better conditions for the working

class would only come from a parliament which cared about them (Everet).

The Charter’s main demands were summed up in six major points: universal
manhood suffrage: vote by secret ballot in order to prevent bribery and intimidation;

annual parliament to ensure the responsibility of its members; payment for MPs; the
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abolition of prosperity qualification for setting in parliament; the formation of equal

electoral districts (Tatham 10).

The program of chartist won a considerable popular appeal, the petition obtained
one and quarter million signatures to introduce it to the House of Commons in 1839 where
it was rejected by votes of 235 to 46. After the petition’s defeat, riots led to the arrest and
imprisonment of many leaders of the movements among them William Lovett. After this
event violence started in many areas in order to free their leaders as a result, the British
troops opened fire on the demonstrators and killed 24 and injured 40 others. Moreover, in
the pursuit of the quarrels occurred in the passing of the first petition, Chartism was
recovered in 1842 and it drafted a second petition to parliament with 3 million signatures

and it was rejected also by 287 votes to 59 (Briggs 310).

In 1848, a mass meeting was organized in Kennigton Common by chartists to

present a third petition to parliament. Before the massive demonstration took place, the

government took formidable precautions to protect the nation from the possibility of
revolution and to get rid of Chartism in year which revolution in Italy and France was

taking place. The third petition also had been rejected without any difficulty or fierce

debate in the Commons. A serious chartist protest occurred in the north of England but the

British authorities controlled the situation by arresting some of the protesters (311,312),

A further point, Chartism was seen by many historians as a continuation of the
struggle to obtain democracy in Britain. Although Chartism failed to achieve its demands
but what is worth knowing was the unrest and discontent it represented. Besides this, the
movement showed also the strength of the lower middle class and their impact on the
working class. Actually, Chartism established a common cause for the working class. The

six points of the people’s charter lived long while Chartism disappeared because the
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British authoriti

s and politicians could not eradicate their i those

as in any way sin

demands resembled to a large extent the principle of democracy (Tatham10).

Furthermore, we can notice that the goals of chartists were described by most
historians s great and excellent in carrying out the path of democracy successfully.
However, their strategy at that time was seen as weak and lacked the good and wise plan.
They argued that chartist failed to achieve their stated goals due to their nature as an
emotional coalition which was motivated by the bad conditions of the working class rather
than the one which was restricted to their six points listed in the people’s charter of 1838.
Obviously, these demands could not be achieved together from the first time but at least to
ask for them one by one because they took nearly a whole century of struggle to achieve

them.
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Conclusion

The Great reform Act was a watershed in the history of Great Britain. It
transformed the political landscape and set the nation on the road of modern democracy.
This act was not only great because of the major changes occurred in the British political
system but it was the fruit of several crises and struggles that threatened the stability of the
country in period of time. It was obvious that the first reform act of 1832 could change
many anomalies of the old political system though it had its limitations since it
enfranchised just a tiny group of the British population and excluded the majority.
Therefore, the act was seen as a key element that opened the door for several parliamentary

reforms.
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Introduction

The 19 century was a prominent era in the British political history. During this
period, Britain witnessed tremendous shifts toward democracy. The First Reform Act of
1832 was a great step in the democratization process that enfranchised new members of the
British community. However this extension didn’t meet the need of the whole population,
and calls for further political reform continued for nearly the whole century. This chapter
deals with the main parliamentary reforms that came after the Great Reform Act of 1832
such as the Second Reform Act of 1867 which extended the scope of franchise by
admitting the lower middle class and part of the working class for the first time in the
British history. Then, the Third Reform Act of 1884 and the Redistribution act of 1885
which made a further extension in the right of vote, as it reshaped the map of
constituencies and reorganized both counties and boroughs. This chapter examines also the
impact of reform in changing the political attitudes of many Tories members. As it tackles
also the issue of secret ballot and how it put an end to most of the ill practices of the old
political system. Furthermore, we try to introduce the Parliamentary Act of 1911 and how
it paved the way for modem democracy. Additionally, we try to undertake the issue of

women’s suffrage and how this category of saciety could get its right to vote.

4.1 The Second Reform Bill of 1867

Reform in Britain took a long time to complete, it did not happen suddenly. It was
obvious that the First Reform Act had great significance in the road of democracy, but the
basic of this reform was to enfranchise 2 new group from the middle class, that’s why a
further reform was seen by many radicals and reformers as an important factor since the

First Reform Act was not sufficient for people in the 1860s who asserted that the British
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political system was still unrepresentative and unequal. Basically, both ordinary people and

reformers sought a wider franchise for the British people. More precisely, the new
reformers raised new issues about the importance of the mid Victorian working class and
the potential threat which could symbolize for both the British state and the constitution

(Berlinski, Toran 1).

Another important factor that helped the passing of reform was the remaking of the
national political system and the emergence of new leaders for both the conservative and
the liberal parties. The most prominent ones were William Gladstone and Benjamin
Disracli. Many historians argued that the Second Reform Act of 1867 was the result of a
competition between the liberals and conservatives and particularly between their two

leaders (Vossen 1).

A further point, Queen Victoria during this period was much more concemed by the
expansion of the British Empire and the situation in Europe, particularly in the movement
for the Italian unification and diplomatic relations between European countries. Actually,
when Queen Victoria came to the thrown in 1837, the British monarchy had lost a
significant amount of its formal political power. However, she managed to find ways to
cope with the changes of the time. During her reign, Victoria witnessed growing agitations
for social and political reform. The Queen herself was a great supporter to the middle class
and the working class. Once she commented that the lower classes “earn their bread and
riches so deservedly that they cannot and ought not to be kept back.” In this quotation it is
clearly demonstrated that Queen Victoria had a positive attitude toward the lower classes
because she was highly believed in the value of hard work and respectability, therefore, she
did not stand against the enfranchisement of these people but on the contrary she had

shown a great flexibility toward reform (“Democratic reform in Britain”259, 260).
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4.1.1The Change in Political Attitudes

After the passing of the 1832 Reform Act, many changes took place in the political
landscape in Britain. Some parts which formed the political scene found themselves in

great dilemma whether to change their philosophy and beliefs or to preserve their

traditional conviction. The Tory party was one of those which fell in this situation.
Actually, during this period the Tory party lived in great confusion, whether to stay a party
of landed interest and continue to stand against any reform or to be pragmatic and change
according to the transformation of the time. However, the Tory party’s members were
obliged to change their principles since they sought the over domination of government

and the winning of elections after the Whig victories of the 1832 and 1846. Robert Peel a

conservative leader tried to adopt new alternative

in order to secure victory over the Whig
and to form a successful government after the return of the Tory party to office. Peel’s
strategy was based mainly on trying to attract the attention of the middle class which

became powerful in Britain at that time, by offering restraint reform that gave an effective

image about the conservative administration. Afier the conservative victory in the general
election of 1841, Robert peel became the prime Minister to the conservative government.

He introduced series of reforms and national policies such as the reduction of import and

export duties on raw materials and manufactured goods and some laws related to the

banking system in addition to some social reforms such as the Mines Act of 1842 which

prevented the employment of women and children in the underground mills also the
Factory Act of 1844 which reduced the working hours for children and women (Whitefield

234).

Subscquently, these social reforms both attracted many commercial and
businessmen interests and did not characterize any threat to the interests of landowners and

farmers, at the same time marked a landmark in Robert Peel career as Prime Minister.
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Historians argued that Pecl’s attempts for change scemed to be successful since his policy
was directed to all sectors of the British society as it aimed also to realize both social and

political development in Britain.

In short, Peel faced many challenges during his period of leadership but with his
political knowledge, he could preserve the principles of his party which gained fame more
than the period of its domination, mainly because he took the responsibility for
reorganizing and modemizing the party to cope with changes of the time also to appeal to

the new electorates (Turner)

4.1.2 The Process of the Second Reform Act of 1867

‘The 1867 Reform Act preceded by many attempts to reform parliament especially
after the failure of Chartism which prepared new waves of activity from the working class.
Lord John Russell talked to a friend in 1858 that “he remained the same mind a large
extension of the franchise which shall include the working class™ it is clearly shown that
Russell vision toward reform did not change, as a liberal leader he committed himself to
reform which he saw not away of reshaping interests or transforming the legislations of the
British constitution but as a tool to strengthen the attachments and relations of people
toward their institutions particularly the House of Commons which was known also as the

House of people (Saunders 47).

Lord Russell’s ambitions to create the Second Reform Act started first when he
introduced a bill in the 1851 which would reduce the tenant qualification in the county to
£20 and £10 in the boroughs. This bill was rejected by the cabinet. In the next year, he
reintroduced a second bill to the Commons; it was also rejected by radicals. In 1854,

Russell reintroduced another bill with slight modification by reducing the franchise
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qualification to £10 in the counties and £6 to the borough, and once again the bill was
defeated but this time by the Prime Minister Palmerstone a conservative leader and strong
opponent to reform; he was regarded by many radicals as “a great obstacle to reform”

(Wright 62-64).

After the death of Palmerstone on 18" October 1865, Russell succeeded the
elections of 1865 and formed a liberal government in which Gladstone was a Chancellor of
Exchequer and a leader of the House of Commons. After many proposals to reform the
parliamentary electoral system and the gradual increase of pressure put by the newly
founded organizations such as the National Reform Union NRU (1864) and the Reform
League RL (1865). Both of These organizations pressed for manhood suffrage, equal

constituencies and the ballot in Great Britain (Whitefield 203).

Subsequently, Russell and Gladstone started a new step of reform as Gladstone

stated “with no delay...after the death of our lamented head...we applied ourselves” both

Gladstone and Russell claimed the necessity of admitting or granting the working class in
urban cities the franchise without threatening the interest of the landed aristocracy in the

counties (Vossen 9).

On 12" March 1866, Gladstone introduced a reform bill which was described as the
one which was far from radical. The main object of this bill was to lower the 1832 borough
franchise qualification in Britain from £10 to £7 and the county franchise from £50 to £14
In general giving the vote to an estimated 400.00 extra men, most of whom were from the
working class. However, not cach one belonged to this class had the right to be

enfranchised. According to Gladstone bill only, the skilled workers who were better paid,

better educated and more respectable workers had the right to vote. This proposal marked

for the first time in the history of Great Britain debate over the enfranchisement of part of
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the working class which had been considered as an essential sector of the country which
deserved and fitted the franchise. Concerning ordinary workers or small workers which
referred to them as the “residuum” still they were considered as unfit to exercise the

franchise (Briggs 501).

Gladstone bill of 1866 faced strong oppositions from many liberal radicals who

described the bill as not large enough. The bill also confronted with a sharp criticism from
large sections of conservatives who did not accept the changes in the franchise without
taking into account the variations in the distribution of seats. On 7* May, Gladstone and

Russell introduced the redistribution seats bill which did not abolish small boroughs but

this bill proposed to group boroughs a population smaller than 8,000 to become one
constituency with two members (Cowelling 8, 9). In spite of that, Gladstone proposals
were rejected. This defeat marked the split of the liberal party. Russell as a reaction, he

resigned even when Queen Victoria forced him to remain in his office, he insisted on his

resignation (502).

After Russell resignation, a conservative government led by lord Derby now took

office and started the course of action to introduce his own reform bill, Benjamin Disraeli

a Chancellor of Exchequer, he took commitment to camy the new reform bill
Interestingly, the conservative government was formed in turbulent atmosphere full of
agitations and demonstrations. The National Reform Union and the Reform League united
together in campaign of protest. After the defeat of the reform bill of 1866, a large number
of the working class and lower middle class organized demonstrations to attract the
attention of the conservative government and to forge for the formation of the second
franchise act. This agitation reached its climax in the Hyde Park riots of July 1866. The
park was taken over by agitators for three days. Moreover serics of reform agitations took

place in the north of England. The strong fecling revealed in the reform issue showed the
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new government that it was not an casy issue that could quietly solve. However, Disracli’s

desires in taking up the cause of the reform had to do with his ambitions to strengthen his
own position as a leader to the conservative party and to change the public attitudes toward
the traditional conservative opposition to any political or social reform. Furthermore,
Disracli sought to humiliate Gladstone by succeeding where Gladstone had failed.
Disracli’s reform bill proposed to give the vote to all male householders in the boroughs.
The proposal came with 2 number of limitations including two years residence
qualification, in addition to the restrictions that asked the houscholders to pay their own

rates (Whitefield 204)

‘The bill first introduced to the House of Commons on the 18" March, afier its
reading the bill was rejected because it proposed to give only 4000,000 men the right to
vote. Many radicals in the House of Commons considered the bill as insufficient, During
the course of parliamentary debate; Radicals agreed that Disracli’s bill should be amended.
Disracli accepted a number of amendments which transformed the bill completely and it
resulted in greater extension to the franchise. The first amendment reduced the period of
residential qualification from two years to one, the second one proposed the extension of
the borough franchise to Lodgers who occupied rooms for 12 months, the third one was
considered as the most important one since it abolished the difference between compound

houscholders and personal ratepayers (Briggs 512).

Accordingly, the third amendments in Disracli’s bill marked for the first time in the
history of Great Britain a kind of equality in the franchise issue in term of property, since it

established balanced between two different categories of Householders.

In fact, there had been no bloody violence on large scale in Britain over the issue of

the second reform act of 1867. However, disturbance was wide spread in many areas in
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England. Disracli claimed that his motives behind accepting the radical amendments of his

reform bill were “to destroy the present agitation and extinguish Gladstone” (qtd Wright
74) in this quote, Disraeli ensured the belief that the reform question was not easily solved
especially with the display of agitations and demonstrations that threatened the peaceful
atmosphere in Great Britain. In addition to this, even Disracli position was threatened by
his competitor Gladstone, thereby Disracli position and fame was in danger if he refused

the amendments in the time that Queen Victoria herself supported the reform question (74).

Briggs Asa in his book the Age of improvement 1783-1867 demonstrated that “the
bill as it finally emerged from the commons in July was thus different and at almost every
point from the bill as it was first introduced.”(512) in this quotation the author clarified the
fact that Disracli’s bill was transformed completely by members of the House of Commons
which were both radicals and reformers from both parties. They proposed many
amendments and added many crucial modifications on the original bill; they changed
almost every point from the bill. Then they passed it to the House of Lords. Therefore, we
notice that the second reform bill was established after several debates of different
reformers not created only by the conservatives because the bill was a parliamentary

triumph that passed all the expectations.

In the House of Lords the bill was passed successfully because the major changes
were done in the House of Commons. On August 1867, the bill was passed and it received

the royal assent (513).

Briefly speaking, the reform act of 1867 was a second great step in the long
political process that transformed the British government to a more democratic state. Not
surprisingly, the second reform act of 1867 brought an increase in size of the electorate in

boroughs in particular. Actually, most of the urban working class over 21 years old got the




image13.jpeg




image157.jpeg
Mekhibi 55

right to vote. The table below shows the increase in the size of electorate in some newly

industrial towns:

Town Number of voters Number of voters
in 1866 after 1867
Birmingham 15,500 42,000
Blackburn 1,800 9,700
Bradford 5,708 21,518
Lecds 7217 35,510
Manchester 21,542 48,256
Newcastle 6,630 21,400

Table 1: The Increase in the Size of Electorate in Indstrial Towns

Source: Whitefield, Bob. The Extension of the Franchise 1832-1931.p. 205

The table demonstrates that most industrial towns witnessed an enormous increase in the
numbers of voters between the 1866 and the period of the second reform act of 1867 in
almost all these towns. Indeed, there was a clear difference between the number of
electorate in the 1866 and 1867 for instance Blackburn marked tremendous growth in the
size of the electorates from 1,800 to 9,700 voters Manchester also raised its electorates

from 21,542 to 48,256 voters.

Furthermore the figure below demonstrates the changes and the increase in the level of

enfranchised population:
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Figure 5: The Changes and the Level of Enfranchised Population in the Borough

(1865- 1868)

Source: Berlinski, Samual, and Dewan Toran. Did the extension of the Franchise

Increase the liberal Vote in the Victorian Britain, p. 25

The figure demonstrates the wide growth of electoral population in boroughs
between the period of 1865 and 1868 this period like already mentioned marked the
passage of the Second Reform Act of 1867 that enfranchised a new sector from the British
population for the first time. This increase in electoral population was mainly due to the

change of political attitudes and the acceptance of the idea of reform during that period.

4.2 Gladstone and the Secret Ballot Act of 1872

The idea of the secret vote was not invented during the 1872. A demand for secret

ballot had been running in Britain from the 1830s. Its main aim was to ensure that the
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voters could vote for the candidate they really wanted and not the one was obliged to vote
for. Actually, the secret ballot put an end to the public declaration in Britain. This act was
introduced by Gladstone in 1872.many radicals had sen this act as a tool to stop bribery

and intimidations that influenced voters through secret means of persuasion generally

ion of the franchise in the

made by the aristocratic patron. Basically, with the exte
boroughs in the 1867 and giving many male members of the working class the right to
vote. There was an increasing fear that those new voters might be more easily affected to
bribery than the middle class voters and even those tenant farmers in the counties were
obliged to vote for the landlord because there was fear of ejection from their farms

(Whiteficld 206).

In fact, the issuc of secret ballot faced many opponents who saw it as a way to
universal suffrage and as a public affair. For instance, Lord Russell the great reformer
viewed it as “not only a change from publicity to secrecy in the performance of great
public duty. But as an obvious prelude to change from household to universal suffrage.”

(qtd Evans, 2000,62)

The Secret Ballot raised conflict between changing towards democracy and
commuption. Some opponents claimed that since the ballot was just for men, thus, they
should have enough courage to take the right decision not to be afraid to announce it
openly. Others saw it as a way for more corruption rather than a solution since voters could
take bribery from both parties. The issue of secret ballot rose more decisively during
William Gladstone first term as a Prime Minister. It was mainly a reaction to the wide
spread of corruption during the election held in the 1868. Consequently, the Commons
spent no more than cighteen days discussing the bill before passing it to the House of

Lords where it was rejected. Gladstone responded seriously and threatened to make
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dissolution if necessary. The lords then passed the bill and became the St

July 1872. It was first used by the election held on the 15 August 1872,

4.3 The Third Reform Act of 1884 and the Redistribution Seats Act of 1885

Although Britain had experienced an extraordinary process of transformation
within the First Reform Act of 1832 and the Second Reform Act of 1867 which
enfranchised a large number of the British population including part of the working class.
Still, these acts did not satisfy all the number of the working class since not all of them had
the right to vote. Actually, after the enfranchisement of urban houscholders in the second
reform act of 1867; the next logical step was to extend the same rights to rural
houscholders in the counties. This act inereased a further traditional inequality between
borough and county representation because nearly 40 percent of the adult males were not
allowed to vote and most of them belonged to counties. In addition to the franchise issue
there was also the issue of unequal redistribution of sats in different parts of England

(Wright 93).

The Third Reform Act had been known as the Representation of the People Act of
1884 which followed the First Act of 1832 and the Second Act of 1867 political reforms.
The main object of this reform was to increase the franchise in the counties in order to
create balance between members of the working class in boroughs and those in the
counties. In the 1880, the liberals won victory of general election, thus the liberals took
office with William Gladstone as a Prime Minister. Despite the fact that he favored more
parliamentary reform, he did not see it as an important issue for the near future, since he
was much more concerned with the British foreign policy particularly with the Irish

Question which posed many problems to the British parliament (Cunningham 130).
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However, during this period a franchise bill was introduced in the 1884, neither the
Whigs nor the Tories cared much about it but it caused a debate in the House of Commons.
It was passed through the commons which had a liberal majority but it was rejected by the
Lords who demanded the presentation of a redistribution bill to balance the increase in the
electorate. At this point, many historians argued that the third reform Act was the most
peaceful reform since no national calamities had followed it. Nevertheless the debate
became increasingly public with massive demonstrations in the Hyde Park. Therefore, on
8" July, the peers in the House of Lords announced that they would pass the franchise bill
unless a redistribution scheme was produced to be fixed at the same time because the
conservatives in the House of Lords feared that if the Liberal’s passed the franchise bill,
they would have casily guaranteed forty-seven seats. So they sought to postpone the bill.
Gladstone at the end agreed with Salisbury’s (a conservative leader) proposal in order to
secure the passage of the Reform Act which received royal assent on December 1884 its
provisions different a little from the bill first introduced in the commons and of a
Redistribution Seats Act in the following June 1885. In fact, Gladstone devoted much more
attention 1o the details of electoral reforms in order to guarantee its passage through
conducting many campaign of public speeches around the country. These acts marked the
climax of this process evolution in time that the principle of male suffrage was more

established as it abolished the worst anomalies of the old system and replaced it with a new

redistribution seats (Lee 76, 77).

Although, the debate over Gladstone franchise bill was not sharp and opposed by
many people like Disracli Second Reform Act of 1867. Still Gladstone was considered as
the deriving force behind the continuous extensions of the franchise. Subsequently, after

the Reform Act of 1884 and the redistribution act of 1885, many historians argued that
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these electoral reforms brought the greatest extension to the British representative system

in the 19 century. (Evans, 1994, 2)

‘The Third Reform Act of 1884 produced a new group of voters. Most of them were
householders in rural areas, modest miners and many agriculture labors. By this act Britain
achieved uniformity between counties and boroughs. As it doubled the electorate from 2.5
million to 5 million, besides this, the Third reform Act granted for the first time in the
parliamentary history of Britain the right of vote to all male over twenty- one years of age
who was the inhabitant occupier of dwelling house, whether he lived in it as an owner, or
tenant. However, the act did not quite introduce a modern democratic universal suffrage.
Historians described the fact of establishing “a houschold suffrage” as “unmoderated
democratic.” conceming the redistribution Act of 1885 which aimed to create equal
constituencies. It removed both members from boroughs with population of under 15,000

and one from those with less than 50,000 (Lee 68).

Briefly, the 1884 Reform Act and the Redistribution Seats Act of 1885 were
fundamental steps toward democracy despite, the remaining of some issues that stand
against achieving a full democracy in Britain such as the issue of women whom they were

excluded from the political scene and also the issue of the House of Lords which remained

an obstacle toward reform. These acts marked major steps toward mass participatory
democracy as they strengthened the authority of the House of Commons over the House of

Lords.

4.4 Parliamentary Act of 1911

The Parliament Act of 1911 was a tuning point in the history of Great Britain. It

was a victory of democracy over the old oligarchy. The Parliamentary Act of 1911 was an
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act that deprived the House of Lords from its absolute power of veto on legislation. This
act marked a new constitutional era, especially after the removal of what was considered as
a great obstacle for democracy. The significance of this act was the transformation of the

Lords power from veto over Commons legislation into a power of delay.

In fact, this act was passed as a result to the rising tension between the House of
Lords and the House of Commons, those latter created a constitutional crisis in Britain.
Basically, the House of Lords during the 19" century consisted of permanent Tory
majority who attempted to stand against change in many occasions. The fact that there was
a strong majority in Lords who were against reform became a factor which all Whig and
Liberal had to take into account when they drafted any legislation. The relation between
the two houses Lords and Commons became paradoxical. Those who sought democracy

and the others wanted to preserve the traditional political system (Moor 140),

In 1906, a liberal government was elected with a large majority. This government
came with an extensive program of reforming legislations. From the early years of this
liberal government, there were problems with the House of Lords. Since that latter had
vetoed many bills by the liberals such as; the Education bill and another one concerning

the abolition of plural voting, and many other bills suffered the same destiny as the carly

ones (Mc Manamon 224).

In 1907, the culmination of events with the lords came over the budget of 1909.
When the Chancellor of Exchequer, David Lloyd George proposed to increase extra
government income by rising taxes, much of this increased tax burden would fall on the
wealthy landowners. Interestingly, despite the fact that the House of Lords had not the
right to intervene in financial matters, it rejected the budget. As a consequence, the liberal

government considered the attitude of Lords towards the proposal as unconstitutional
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challenge to the authority and the power of the clected government. As a reaction, the
House of Commons passed resolution claiming that the House of Lords suspended and
suppressed the rights of the Commons. Therefore, they demanded a reduction in the power
of the lords. Significantly, the liberal govemment asked the king Edward VII to create
additional peers to pass the bill. The king accepted and called upon to create sufficient new
peers to secure the passage of the finance bill. The House of Lords passed the bill

(Whitefield 210).

The liberal Prime Minister Asquith then proceeded to introduce a parliamentary bill
which would reduce the Lords power of veto and replaced it with the power of delay
legislation with a maximum of two years and would also prevent the lords from any power
against the finance bills or money bills. Additionally, this bill would reduce the maximum
period between general clections from seven years to five. This bill was defeated by the
House of Lords. As a consequence, constitutional crisis took place in the British

parliament. Tensions between the two houses followed, attempts to find solution fell down.

Asquith asked the king George V to create enough new liberal peers to pass the
parliament act, the king was confused and insisted upon a general election before taking
the right decision. After the gencral election held in January, the king agreed to create the
liberal peers if the bill could not pass in any other way. When the House of Lords was
threatened with the creation of new peers, the bill was passed and became a law in the

1911 (210,211).

The parliamentary Act of 1911 was an important step in the democratic
development since this act ensured the power of the House of Commons over the
hereditary and unelected House of Lords which was challenged by new democracy.

Actually, the Parliamentary Act of 1911 stated two types of bills: Money Bills or
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functional legislation and other categories of ordinary bills. Money bill could be presented
for royal assent one month after being sent up to the lords, with or without their agreement.

Therefore, the House of Lords could only delay the bill for no longer than one month.

‘onceming ordinary bills, the Lords could only delay a bill from passing for three

ions

parliamentary se: ¢. a maximum of two years, before it could be presented to get a

royal assent (Bamett 359).

Briefly speaking, it is noticeable that the upper house in the British parliament
blocked any attempts to change the political system, mainly to preserve its power over the
other political institutions. However, with the introduction of Parliamentary Act of 1911,
its power transformed from ones who took the final decision to a power of delay only.
Moreover, this act in one hand removed a great obstacle toward reform and it strengthencd
democracy in the British political institution since it was the first time that the British

government reformed the House of Lords,

4.5 Women’s Suffrage

In order to understand the women suffrage movement and how they struggled to get
their right to vote, it is worth to mention their situation among the British society. In fact,
the British society was a patriarchal one during the Victorian era. Women were considered
as inferior rank in the society since they were dominated by men. During this period, there
was a prevailing belief that the only proper place for respectable women was in the home,
providing care, comfort to their husbands and children. They believed that women were
incapable of functioning in the political arena; this concept was reinforced by religion.
These attitudes started to change with the emergence of new liberal ideas which asked for

liberty and equality between men and women. Even women started to be accepted in the
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British society especially after the industrial revolution. They started to work outside in
factories, they had new opportunities to work as teachers as healtheare assistances.
Actually, women started first fighting against gender discrimination including law wages

by forming their own unions to defend women’s right in their communities (Hébert 5).

For almost the whole nineteenth century, the debate over women’s right to vote was
a recurrent issue in the British political landscape. The history of the women’s suffrage
movement in Britain was a long and complex one. Basically, the women question or
suffrage emerged as a serious political issue in Britain in the 1860s when parliament
rejected an amendment proposed by John Stuart Mill that demanded the replacement of the
word “men” by “person” in the bill that would become the 1867 reform Act. This
unsuccessful attempt to enfranchise women inspired a lot of women to organize campaign

to get their right to vote (Nym Mayhall 1)

Since the mid Victorian cra, women’s suffrage movement attracted a lot of

attentions. In 1903, Emmeline Pankhu

t and her daughters Christable and Sylvia founded
the most famous movement; the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) which was
formed as a reaction to Pankhurst dissatisfaction with way women’s suffrage had been
marginalized and neglected by the British government. The motto of this movement was
“deeds not words”. The WSPU organized at first peaceful campaign since they were
confident liberal party highly supported the working-class. The government in itself found
it very difficult to deal with the suffragettes protests. Members of the liberal government

had no clear vision about the consequences of granting women votes. Some of its members

supported the cause others opposed it because they accused women of being too weak to
participate in the political landscape. They said that women could not take the right
decision in political affairs, once they failed in persuading the liberal government under

Asquith to introduce a bill. The WSPU'’s suffragettes became more violent, they started to
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destroy property. By the 1909, suffagettes's violence grew gradually il they started
serious attacks; by interrupting official meetings, smashed the windows of parliament

(Smith). In the 1912, Emmeline Pankhurst declared and encouraged its followers by saying

those of you who can break windows, break them, those of you who

can

further attack property so as to make government realize that
property is as greatly endanger by women suffrage...and my last
words to the government: I incite this meeting to rebellion. (qtd

Hébert 6)

In this quotation the leader of the WSPU movement Pankhurst urged her followers
to move violently in order o attract the government attentions to women’s rights in their

socil

y. At the end of this quote she wamed the British government to threaten the stability

of the country by her meetings.

As a consequence, to the violent agitations and disturbances they caused more than
1,000 suffragettes including Emmeline and her eldest daughter Christable were imprisoned
between 1908 and 1914. The government refused even to treat them as political prisoners
instead, they were treated as criminals since the government sought to suppress their
actions. Interestingly, when they were arrested many suffragettes went on hunger strike.
This tactic drew a lot of attention and put pressure on the govemment because if women

starved themselves to death in prison for a political cause, they would be a wide public

support to suffragettes and a harsh eriticism to the British government. Thus, the

government faced this tactic by force feeding them (Smith).

In 1913, the British government passed the Prisoners Temporary Discharge for IIl-
Health Act which released the prisoners weakened by hunger and then rearrested them as

soon as they got their health and strength back. The act quickly became known as the Cat
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and Mouse Act because the government reactions seemed similar in its cruelty to that of

cat and mouse (Smith).

In 1914, the debate between the government and suffragettes was broken when
Britain declared war against Germany (the First World War). The most of women
suffragettes’ movement decided to demonstrate themselves as militarist. They said “let us

show ourselves worthy of citizenship whether our claim is to be recognized or not.” The

WSPU also left all suffrage activities in order to defend the British cause (Nym Mayhal 1).

On 19 June 1917, the House of Commons passed the female suffrage clause in the
representation of the people bill by 385 votes to 55. In the House of Lords, it was passed
by a vote of 134 to 71 With the passage of the representation of the people act of 1918, all
women on the local government register even women who were married by men on the
local government register and were over the age of 30 were enfranchised. Therefore, in the
general clection of 1918, 8, 5 million women joined 12.9 million men in voting. This
election also allowed women for the first time in the history of Great Britain to stand as
Mps. Although the 1918 Act was great act that enfranchised large numbers of women, it
remained insufficient and suffragettes continued to fight for female universal suffrage until
the passage of the Equal Franchise Act 1928 Act which gave the right to vote to all

women over 21 years as all men (Hébert 7).

Accordingly, the British women fought severely to acquire the right to vote in a
time that nobody could imagine that all women in Britain could vote and secure their rights

and liberties.
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Conclusion

To conclude, the extension of the franchise in Britain was maintained after a long
and complex process; thanks to the Great Reform Act of 1832 which threw the door wide
open to further political reform. In fact, the universal suffrage in Britain was achieved
gradually. The British reformers and radicals ambitions to make better changes in their

country satisfied almost all sectors of the British socicty. Women and the working clas

were excluded from the political scene before the introduction of successive reform Acts
However, afler a long struggle they succeeded in transmitting their calls to the British

government which after many sharp debates, met the need of the majority of the British

citizens. Moreover, both women and members of the working class started to participate in
the British political landscape according to their own views and convictions. Subsequently,

the British politics in the late nineteenth and carly twentieth century can be seen as the

nearest sample to democracy since parliamentary reform acts and the creation of equal

constituencies led to the evolution of democracy in Great Britain.
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General Conclusion

Democracy in Great Britain did not come ovemnight, It was a long and complex
process that took almost the whole century to change the British political institutions

according to the modern standards of the world. Basically, the nineteenth century was a

period of unprecedented shift toward democracy. Despite the challenges and alarming

cris

s that threatened Britain in that period of time, the British government succeeded to
some extent in preserving the root of its political system. This work emphasized much
more on the pre reform period, crises and parliamentary reforms. These latter were

contributory factors that led to the emergence of democratic political system.

As an inception, the British political situation in the late cighteenth century and
carly nineteenth century was connected with social and political abuses. The dominance of
the aristocratic landowners and the misrepresentative parliamentary system were elements
that demonstrated the social inequality and the illegitimacy of the British political system.
During this period the patronage system and hierarchy were the pervading concepts of the

government that put the needs of ordinary people in the last interests and concerns of it

Elections and constituencies were normally symptoms of 2 balance and a fairer
political system. However, during the pre reform period the electoral system was
conditioned the franchise by property and landownership. This factor enabled patrons to
display their control and influence over constituencies. Ordinary people in both borough
and counties were exposed to various means of intimidations as bribery, food and drinks
distribution since the ballot was public, these acts were made by patrons to secure people’s
votes. This created what was known as rotten boroughs which were sold and bought as any
other subjects to achieve victory and secure a seat in parliament. The fact that the right to

vote was granted just for the aristocratic patrons and not for ordinary people showed a
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clear image about the rottenness and corruption of the old political system which excluded

almost all British population from the political landscape.

The interrelated and fundamental changes brought by the industrial revolution had

long term effects on both the economic and social level. Actually, the industrial revolution

marked an era of rapic

growth of population and difficult working and living conditi
that created a sense of dissatisfaction and anger among the working class and even the new

industrialist cl

who found themselves excluded from the political scene.

‘The new cireumstances demonstrated that the British political system was far from
democracy since it was dominated by a small group of wealthy landowners who governed
Britain according to their own interest and ignored the majority of people. This discontent
among people led to the adoption of new radical ideas that pervaded Europe in the late
cighteenth century and were followed sometimes by a revolution. The most famous of

these revolutions was the French revolution that aroused against absolutism. Many British

intellectuals and philosophers were inspired by the principles of the French people to

secure the natural rights of all men and their desires to create a state in which people were

the sovereign. British thinkers encouraged many people to question the nature of the
British political system and demand a democratic reform which on one hand, met the needs
of people and on the other hand suppressed the possibility of revolution at home. However,
not all the British thinkers agreed that the French revolution had positive effects. One of

the opponents was Edmund Burke who considered the French revolution as a chaotic and

unpredictable act that caused the destruction of the society.

Another important point that characterized Britain at that period was the sustained

pressure and massive discontent of people about their political, economic and social

situation. The British government at that time did not give a much importance to people
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needs and demands. This factor led many radicals to arrange campaign against the British
government. This latter reacted nervously and passed a set of measures that imposed many
restrictions that aimed at preventing any attempt to change the British political order. This
fact had a hand in worsening the situation that had already been in a mood of displeasure

and despair.

In the course of action, many crises and upheavals had occurred in the pre reform
period. The political system and the stability of the state were in danger, the possibility of
repeating the tragedy of the French revolution was highly recognized. Therefore we notice
that these events put pressure on the British government to take the issue of reform more

seriously.

It is interesting to note that the British parliament after the rejection of many reform
proposals had passed the Great Reform Act of 1832 which was the fruit of different crises

and upheavals. Meanwhile it was an indication about the British’s iron will to modernize

their old political system. Obviously, the Reform Act of 1832 did not only set the nation on
the road of modem democracy but it threw the door wide open for further political and

democratic reforms.

Further point, the Great Reform Act was the first step of democracy that started a
process of change in the character of the British government in which it transformed the
existing political institutions in order to adjust new principles and concepts that coped with
changes of the time. It is noteworthy that the First Reform Act did not bring a full
democracy since it extended the franchise for just new members of the industrial class who
were seen as necessary for the political scene still many ordinary people were neglected.

Thereby, the next logical step was to extend the franchise in order to cover the anomalies

of the First Reform Act. The Second Reform Act of 1867, the Third Reform Act of 1884
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and the Redistribution Scats Act of 1885 kept the snowball of reform ruling and pushed
democracy forward, especially with the emergence of modern political parties with
developed strategies. These acts granted the right of vote for almost all adult males

however, the principle of “one man, one vote” did not exist in the nineteenth century.

In fact, the extension of parliamentary representation strengthened the authority of
the House of Commons especially after the ending of the House of Lords veto by the
passing of the Parliamentary Act of 1911 a great obstacle toward reform removed.
Additionally, women’s suffrage which had been seen as impossible in Britain was

maintained in the 1918 and generated with the universal male suffrage in the 1928.

The present work is based on two main hypotheses which are generated to improve
whether democracy in Great Britain is achieved as a result of many struggles, crises and
several parliamentary reforms during the 19 century. Actually, Britain had experienced
many crises and upheavals that threatened its stability, but it was far from the outbreak of a
revolution or bloodshed since it could manage with the interests and the needs of that time.
Concerning parliamentary reforms, we notice that Britain was a democratic nation in
nowadays because of the several and gradual parliamentary reforms in the 19 century. It
is nearly impossible to maintain democracy without these parliamentary reforms that gave

authority to people over government

To sum up, the struggle for democracy in Great Britain lasted for nearly the
whole nineteenth century and democracy was not fully reached till the beginning of the
twentieth century. Despite the hard and difficult political and social situation, Britain
reached democracy that guaranteed the civil rights as it preserved its tradition by keeping

the Monarch as a symbol of prestige and strength to the Kingdom.
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1. Background to the Study

Democracy is a current issue in modem political life, since it is b:

fundamental principles that gave  great importance to people over authority. Britain prides
itself of being one of the most prominent democratic nations from the carly beginning not

only in Europe but in the entire world as well. However, this fact could be disputable

especially when we look at the British political system during the early 19% century. At
that time, Britain had experienced complex and hard political situations that affected the
whole society; in appearance it had the tools of democracy but the mature of political

institutions and their different abuses show clearly the opposite.

During the 19" century, Britain witnessed fundamental cconomic, political and
social changes. In fact, that period marked the most important transformation in the history
of England and its people. Although, it had been an era of achievement and advance but do
not forget that during this period the British people started to reject the old political system
which was characterized by the dominance of the aristocratic class for both houses of
parliament under the favor of the Monarch. Moreover, it controlled all aspects of life in the
British society and prevented any attempt of intervention in the political scenes (Evans 5).
The franchise issue and parliamentary representation were key elements that pushed the
British people to ask for social and political reform. Especially after the outbreak of the
French Revolution (1789-1799) which spread radical ideas far beyond its frontiers. The
British thinkers were highly inspired by the principles and desires of the French people to
achieve equal civil rights and liberties. Besides this, the influence of surrounding events,
thoughts, pressure movements and the emergence of new opportunities urged for the
making of a democratic political system in Britain. This process began with a series of
agitations and crisis that threatened the stability of the country, especially with the raising

calls for change and the display of discontent and displeasure among people in the pre
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reform period. According to Erics I. Evans (1989) “Britain was highly agitated, cven
neurotic, state during the last few months of the reform erisis is beyond dispute. Whether it
was on the verge of revolution is much more dubious.” (94) Actually, Great Britain faced
many challenges and struggles in its road toward democracy. The process took over the

whole century s

e parliamentary reforms had a longer term transition from what was
called the “old” world of patronage system and privileges to a “new” order including much
more representation of interests, Liberalism and equal opportunities. Therefore, the
democratization process in Great Britain was a difficult and a complex one, however at the

end it succeeded to manage with the needs and demands of the people at that period.

IL Statement of the Problem

This work attempts to study the rise of democracy in Great Britain during the 19%
century, focusing on the main factors and circumstances that encouraged and helped the
British people to carry out their path toward democracy at that time. The work also tends to

tackle the main challenges that faced the British people in their road toward democracy.

Furthermore, this research tries to give a clear image about the main causes that led

to the struggle for democracy in Great Britain during the 19% century. Besides that, we try
to examine the main crises and agitations that preceded the passing of the Great Reform
Act of 1832 and its effects on the process of democracy in Great Britain. Throughout this
paper we tend to demonstrate how the reform act of 1832 paved the way for further

political reform over thel9™ century.
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111 Aim of the Study

‘The study attempts to understand and explain the democratization process in Great
Britain during the 19% century, emphasizing on the main factors that pushed the British
people to demand their right to vote and to achieve more political powers. Moreover, we

will try to shed the light on the main events, thoughts and social or political movements

that contributed in a way or another in the rise of democracy in Britain.

IV. Significance of the Study

This research tackles almost all what students should know about the rise of
democracy in Great Britain. As we try to make this rescarch an casy reference that could
help students in a way or another in understanding the path towards democracy in Britain

d

g the 19" century.

V. Research Questions
-What were the basic characteristics of the British political system before the Great reform

Act of 18327

“How did struggle and crises help the rise of democracy in England during the 19%

century?

“To what extent were parliamentary reforms successful in bringing democracy to Britain

during the 19® century?
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Abstract

Democracy is one of the prevailing concepts in modem history, Britain was
considered as leading light nation that adopted a democratic political system and became a
model to emulate for many countries in the entire world. Actually, democracy in Britain
did not come from hollowness but it was the fruit of long and sharp struggles that lasted for
many decades to maintain a true democratic system. The present work seeks to examine
the evolution of democracy in Great Britain during the nineteenth century focusing on the
main crisis, upheavals and parliamentary reforms that led to the transformation of the

British political system. During the nineteenth century, Britain experienced a turbulent

atmosphere, full of alarming crises and agitations that threatened the stability of the stat
The dominance of the aristocratic class and the misrepresentative parliamentary system
were clements that demonstrated the social inequality and the illegitimacy of the British
political system during that period. Besides this, the spread of many radical ideas and the
influence of surrounding events connected with difficult working and living conditions
created waves of discontents and anger among people who voiced for equal political and
social rights, especially after the foundation of new movements and organizations that
urged for reform. Therefore, this work tends to shed the light on the main factors and
circumstances that contributed in a way or another in the rise of democracy in Great

Britain.
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VI. Hypotheses

Demonstrations and reforms are the basic elements of this research that's why

hypotheses are formulated as follow:

1- If democracy in Britain is achieved today it's because of the people agitations,
crises, upheavals and struggle during the 19™ century.
2- If Britain is a democratic nation nowadays it's because of series of political reforms

in the 19™ century.

VIL Methodology

In this study, we use the historical analytical method in order to achicve the aim of
our research. The work tries to present the historical account or facts about the process of

democracy in Great Britain during the 19% century. This method allows us to clarify and

understand these facts. First of all, by collecting data that helps us in describing the British
political situation in the 19® century then we try to analyze it and understand the main
points to form a clear image about it. Later on, we go deeper in these data to understand

and investigate the main circumstances and events that pushed the democratization process

in Great Britain, as we will interpret their significance in order to prove our hypotheses

VIIL Limitation of the Study

‘This work is about the struggle and the rise of democracy in Great Britain during
the 19" century. Therefore, we limit our study fo investigate the main causes and

circumstances that contributed in a way or another to the rise of democracy in Britain
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during the 19% century and the carly 20% century. Furthermore, we try to shed the light on
the people’s struggle to achieve democracy during that period by introducing the main

crises and difficult conditions that Britain had lived before and after the passing of the

reat Reform Act of 1832. That latter was considered to be the starting point in the process
of democracy and the one which paved the way for more political power. Besides this, we
are going to tackle the main effects of these struggles and reforms on the British political

and social life.

IX. Literature Review

‘The literature review of our study is based on some books produced by prominent

writers and researchers specialized in the field, like Bob Whitefield book entitled The
Extension of the Franchise 1832-1931.This work provided an accurate description about

the development of democracy in Great Britain during the nineteenth and carly twenticth

century focusing on the political key marks in that process. As well as Eric J. Evans book

entitled Britain before the Reform Act politics and society 1815-1832, in which he presents
different political and social issues from the early 18" century till the First Reform Act of
1832, As far as the research is concerned, we will deal mainly with political and social
issues in the 19" century, focusing on the most prominent events, crisis, comments and

critics of that era using these books which could help us in our study.

In this research, we also used articles and journals such as Parliamentary
reform1832-1911 in England by Allan ¥ Tatham also The History of the Parliamentary

Franchise by Niel Johnstan and many others.
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Although there are many scholars and writers who dealt with the issue of
democracy in Britain during the 19" century from different corers, we think that the issue
is still open for study and research. That's why it deserves to shed the light on the origins

of Democracy in Great Britain which we think were the fruits of many challenges and

several political reforms that faced the British people in the 19" century.

X. Structure of the Work

To discuss the topic of this research we divided this work into four main chapters.
The first chapter s devoted to the research proposal which serves as a general introduction
to the work. The second chapter describes the political situation of Great Britain in the
carly 19 century dealing with the impact of different political abuses on parliament in
particular and the British society in general. Morcover, this chapter deals also with the
prerequisites conditions that urged for reform. Then, in the third chapter we focus on the
crises and upheavals that preceded the passing of Reform Act of 1832, we introduce also
the reform Act of 1832 and the process of passing it, in addition to its impact on the British
political arena. The last chapter deals with the effects of the Great Reform Act of 1832
which set the road for democracy. As it introduces also the main parliamentary reforms
that came after the Reform Act of 1832 and transformed and developed the British political

and social life.
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Introduction
The 19" century was a theatre for considerable change in the British politics. In fact

the

¢ of democracy in Britain is a product of historical evolution rather than a planned
process. In this chapter we define the concept of democracy by mentioning its roots and
origins as well as its relation to the political scene, as we examine the main characteristics
and the nature of the British political system in the pre reform period dealing with the
different political ill practices of the time. The second part of this chapter focuses mainly
on the influence of radical ideas and the new thought that emerged before the passing of
the Great Reform Act of 1832. This part deals with the impact of both the industrial and

the French revolutions in changing the British socio-political life.

A-The British Political System in the Pre Reform Period

1.1What is Democracy?

Democracy is a prevailing concept that spread through a long chaotic history which
was full of restless atmosphere and challenges. The word democracy traced back to the

fifth century B.C and it is derived from the Greek word “demos” which means “people”

and “kratos” as “power” or rule which means basically the supreme power is vested in the
people or in other words the rule of the people. The American president Abraham Lincoln

once defined democracy as “the government of the people by the people and for the

people” (Cincotta 1)

The term democracy denotes generally a particular form of government which
provides fair and equal method of goverance for all people; therefore many people in the
modern history believe that democracy is the most effective system of government since it

is based on two fundamental principles which are individual autonomy and equality. These
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two principles give all people an equal opportunity to participate in a way or another in

decision making that affects the political and social life.

Democracy has different forms including direct democracy, liberal democracy and
representative democracy all of them based on a set of freedoms such as the freedom of
speech, expression and religion and contrasted many old types of government that shaped
the carly European countries for many centuries like the absolute monarchy, oligarchy and

dictatorship (“Democracy”),

1.2 The British Political Situation before the Great Reform Act of 1832

In the early 1800s, the British political system was a constitutional Monarchy that

consisted of a monarch, parliament and two political parties. Under this system the
the head of

monarch wa te and parliament was the representative body for various

communities. Although, Britain had some features of democracy still; it was far from

maintaining a true democratic system, since the political institutions of the time acted in a

certain way only to serve and fulfill the needs of the aristocratic class.

In the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, Britain marked an era of
aristocratic dominance over the British government. Britain was governed by an oligarchy
of the landed aristoeracy that controlled almost all sectors of the society (Me Manamon

134).

Before the industrial revolution, Britain was a predominantly rural society which
depended to a large extent on land as an income and source for wealth. Landownership at

that ti

e was in the hand of few aristocratic families which acquired a great power and

privileged at a local and national level (126).
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‘The British parliament at that time had a bicameral structure that was established in
the middle of the fourteenth century which consisted of House of Commons and House of
Lords. First, the House of Commons during this period was not a highly representative
institution, since men were elected or selected as a member of parliament to represent
people were most belonging to the landed aristocracy. Normally, the main role of the
House of Commons was to inform the Monarch abou the state of the kingdom. However,
its members forgot their essential role and focused on their own interest and how to
preserve their political and social positions. Derek Hirst in one of his books in 1975

clarified this point by this quotation “members of the house of commons were an assembly

of individuals who presented to higher authority their sense of what was in the

amiss
localities”. In this statement the writer demonstrates the real role of the member of the
House of Commons which is to represent people’s interest and problems to the monarch

but it was not the case in the pre reform period (Hirst 158)

In the early nineteenth century, the British political system was an unrepresentative
one. Since only the wealthy landowners who dominated constituencies could vote,
regardless of the social and political changes of the time. The period marked the growth of
new manufacturing industrial cities as well as a massive shift from countryside to cities
looking for better conditions of life and new opportunities. Moreover, many people started
to argue that the clectoral system which was established in the fourteenth century when the
majority of people lived in the countryside worked in agriculture and parish church was

increasingly out of date especially with these tremendous changes (Whitfield 1)

Elections at that time were based on property qualification, that’s why there was a
small amount of people who had the right to vote. In 1831, just before the Reform Act of
1832, there were about 435,000 electors in England and Wales out of a population of 20

million. This latter was occurred because of the usage of the old corrupted system that
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excluded many industrial cities like Manche

r and Birmingham from the franchise

(Wright8).

All these factors demonstrated that parliamentary representation during this period
was not a considerable concem of parliament. Erics. J. Evans explained this idea in his
book entitled Britain Before the Reform Act 1815-1832 by saying * The wishes of the
House of Commons and the House of Lords were the only factors the monarch was wise to
take into account; those of electorate mattered not at all”. In this statement the author
demonstrated that the British Crown was interested much more in the ruling Houses and
how he interacted with it rather than finding solutions to electoral issues which was the

concern of the majority of people (5).

Concerning the second part of parliament (Iouse of Lords) it was formed by male
members of aristocracy who cither inherited their titles from relatives generally their
fathers or appointed by the monarch. A member of the House of Lords called a peer. At
that time, the monarch had the right to create new peerages and raised the size of its

members in order to advise him (Evans).

Another important factor in the British political system during this period was the

political parties. During this period there were two political parties the Whigs and the
Tories but they were different from the modern standards of nowadays. The Tories were
against any parliamentary reform because they believed that reform would be an open door
for radical changes since they were defenders of the Monarch and the aristoeratic class,
whereas the Whigs believed that the power of the monarch and the aristocratic class must
be reduced and British political system must change. Although both parties traced back to
the seventcenth century, the pre reform period marked the dominance of the Tory party

(Whitfield 34, 35).
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A further important point to bear in mind is the situation of women during this
period. Actually, women at that time were completely excluded from the British political
life and this concept was epitomized by Queen Victoria who became an example of
femininity and motherhood in which she devoted herself for the family. In addition to that,
women at that time had no rights especially married women. The law deprived them from
property, vote and even the rights of their children because of the belief that women just

existed to care for their husbands and their children (Hébert 4).

3 The British Elections and Constituencies

Elections are the keystone for democracy in nowadays. A nation could never claim
that it has a political system without fairer and equal elections. During the carly 19%
century, Britain held general elections at least every seven years under the Septennial Act
of 1716. The choosing of ministers was different from choosing a representative. The
former generally were appointed by the monarch however the latter were elected by
people. Electors during this period did not vote for political parties or national programs.
The electorate chose their Member of Parliament according to local issues rather than

personnel choice (Wright 3, 4).

In the cighteenth and carly nineteenth century the electoral system was based the
franchise on property and landownership that’s what offered them nobility and
advantageous positions to influence the vote in a large scale. Therefore, many historians

argued that the franchise during this period belonged to land rather than individuals.

Indeed, elections in Britain were not under a secret ballot but they were public in which
voters declared their choice of candidates on the hustings in full view of the crowds who

attended the spectacles. This made the electoral system very corrupted since candidates
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included money, bribes, and offers of employments and even foods and drinks to take their
vote. Unfortunately, people at that time accepted because they had little interest in general

politics and they only lived for their social betters (Whitefield 30),

When we speak about elections and vote in Britain it is worth to mention
constituencies. There were two types of constituencies in Britain boroughs and counties
which were electoral districts aimed to send MPs to parliament. In the eighteenth century
the House of Commons contained 558 seats; 489 in England, 24 in Wales and 45 in
Scotland, there were 122 members for counties and 432 for boroughs. Boroughs were

numerous than countics, basically, they were urban constituencies that varied in size and

voting qualification. There were five categories of borough; in Scot and lot (scot means
payment and lot a portion or share) boroughs the right to vote vested on those who paid for
church or poor rate, Burgage the franchise attached to property in the borough, the
Corporation borough the voting constricted to frecholders, the most famous and numerous
one was freeman borough. In the freeman boroughs the franchise was given to all
individuals in the town who were eligible to get the title of freeman cither by owing guilds
or companies or by inheritance. Boroughs also were described as either open when the

borough was wide and difficult to control or close where the franchise was easy to control

by a local patron who brought influence on the result of elections (Mioch 128).

These cireumstances contributed to the emergence of Rotten boroughs which were
parliamentary constituencies nearly empty from voters but still they had the right to elect
members of parliament. For instance, Plympton Earl had been a prosperous market town in
the Middle Ages however, by the early 19" century it had declined to the level of county
villagers. Like what had been mentioned before, most of these constituencies were under
the influence of one man, the patron. Boroughs had a hereditary nature from fathers to their

sons. They were sold and bought as any other subjects. A clear example of these boroughs
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was the infamous Old Sarum, in Wiltshire; it had been controlled by a branch of Pitt family
since 1692. Daniel Defoe described it as follow:
Old Sarum is.... [an] area about one hundred yards in diameter taking
in the whole crown of the hill, and thereby rendering the ascent very
difficult. Near this there is one farm-house, which is all the remains T
could see of any town in or near the place... and yet this is called the
borough of Old Sarum, and sends two members to Parliament”. From
Daniel Defoe, A Tour thro the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724—
27). (qid “Parliament before the Great Reform Act”13)

In this quotation the author provided a description to Old Sarum which was
declined in size but it still represented in parliament, Defoe by this Quotation demonstrated
the gab in the system of parliamentary representation in Britain. By the 1801, this district
composed only three houses and a population of fifteen people with a few individuals with
vote. Old Sarum had been bought and sold for many times. In the carly 19" century it was
paid by a sum of £43,000 to Lord Caledone who sought to guarantee victory and enter
parliament by a few voters (“Parliament before the Great Reform Act’13).

A further example was the Gatton borough which consisted only of few houses. It
was just a village with a very small population but it sent two MPs Since the year 1786, it
had been purchased and repurchased by three or four different persons who sought political
power. In 1830, Gatton was bought for 2 sum of £100,000 for 21 year to Lord Mansom.
The main aim of this illegal deal was to be MPs in parliament in casy way. Since Gatton
was a small area with few voters but still had to send two MPs to parliament (10-12).

‘The fact that the right to vote was granted just for the aristocratic patrons and not
for the ordinary people had provided a clear image about the rottenness and the corruption

of the old political system which based mainly on patronage and nepotism .Therefore,
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rotten boroughs

t that time became an expression used to deseribe the whole political
system of the time not only boroughs. Kishlansky clarified this idea in his book entitled
Parliamentary Selection by saying “the phrase rotten borough is but one example of how
the language used to describe the old electoral system denies that system its own integrity.”
(10) This quote showed the decadence of the old British political system and how people
mistrust and doubt about the real function of this system.

Furthermore, the counties elections also were dominated by the landed owners and
the aristocracy. Voters in a county had to possess a frechold occupation of land worth 40
shillings; this value had been fixed in the 1429 (Mioch 128). Each county sent two
members ignored the size or the population except Yorkshire which retumned four more.
Ofien there were some landed families monopolized the county seats. More than that,
clections in the counties were very expensive because there was only one polling station in
the county town and candidates in those areas were expected to pay all the costs from
transportation, food and drinks for their supporters, for instance in 1807 three candidates in
Yorkshires spent about £ 228,000 in the total that’s why many candidates tried to find
ways to avoid the expense of money by making arrangements like the case of some leading
families who agreed together to share the representation without spending money (Wright

6).

1.4 The House of Lords and the Monarch

The House of Lords or the upper house is one of the two chambers of the British
parliament. The House of Lords was an elite institution where the most powerful and

prestigious men in England gathered. This

institution ranked directly beneath the Monarch

in term of political and social values. Moreover, the House of Lords was considered as a
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link between the monarch and the Commons and basically it was closer to the monarch

(Mc Manamon 93, 94).

Historically, members of the House of Lords were divided into two categories
Lords Spirituals and Lords Temporal. The former consisted of the senior bishop and

archbishops in the church and the latter composed of hereditary peers (Whitefield 25).

Usually, the hereditary peers inherit their scats by right of birth. In case of the death
of hereditary peers, his eldest son takes a seat. Moreover, hereditary peers could give up
his title in order to be elected in the House of Commons and retum as peer when his
mandate ended as MP, since their duties were quite similar to those of the Commons.
However, in terms of power the House of Lords was cstablished as powerful and
influential institution in which its members were appointed by the monarch and they were
usually from the upper class such as; wealthy landownership, leaders of the army, navy,
the civil departments, the church and the local government. All of them sat in the House of
Lords and had the right to propose advice to the monarch, thus they had an influential role
in all aspects of government because they were the privileged members of the British
society. In addition to that the monarch also had the power to create new peers and rising
its size since the lords were loyal member to the monarch who opposed any attempt to
restriet his power. Throughout the history of Great Britain the House of Lords was a
powerful chamber of parliament but this power started to decrease with the snowball of

reform in the nineteenth century (Brown et al 63)
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B- The Impact of New Thoughts and Events

2.1The Industrial Revolution and the Growth of Population

The industrial revolution was a watershed in the history of Great Britain that

transformed the whole nation. In the late cighteenth and carly nineteenth century, Britain
started a period of productivity and economic prosperity. In fact the industrial revolution
was associated with many fundamental and interrelated changes. This period was a tumning
point in Britain in which it experienced the advance of technologies and the emergence of
new inventions that helped thousands of factories and mills in raising the rate of their
production. This development did not only transform the British economy and improve it
tll it became a strong leading power in Europe but it changed the status of the British

society in general (Khan 9)

Before the industrial revolution, Britain was predominantly a rural society with two

thirds of its population living in the countryside, most of them working as farmers or

skilled crafisman. However, most people at that time didn’t own farms but work on the
land only because these lands were the ownership of the aristocratic families like already
mentioned. Subsequently, the industrial revolution brought with it many inventions and
new machines that increased the quantity and ameliorated the quality of products, thus less
and less manual workers were needed and many families were obliged to move to cities
where jobs in the new factories were abundant in large scale. Despite the low wages and
hard working conditions in those “dark satanic factories” as William Blake described them,

massive moved toward cities looking for better living conditions (Calvert 9).

Furthermore, this period marked also a rapid growth of population. Evans

demonstrated this fact in this quote:
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After a period of stagnation in the carly cighteenth century, the
population began to grow steadily from the 1730s and with
extraordinary rapidity from the 1780s. At time of the first official
census in the 1801the population of Britain was about 10.6 million,

almost doubled its level a century earlier... (6)

‘This quote proved that Britain in the carly nineteenth century witnessed tremendous
increase of its population. Historians argued that this rapid growth of population was
indebted to an efficient domestic agricultural system and 2 rapid development of
international trade that resulted in few of the British population starved and it increased the
birth rate. The figure below demonstrates clearly the rapid pace of population from the

carly nineteenth century till the beginning of the twenticth century.
10000
15000
30000
25000
20000
15000
10000
5000

1800 1820 1820 1860 1880 1900

Figure 1: Population of Britain, 1800-1900 (1,0000s).

Source: Stocks et al, What Killed vote buying in Britain and the United

State, p. 297.
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‘The figure demonstrates the rapid growth of the British population starting from the
carly 18005 to the early 1900s. As it s clearly shown in the diagram, there is a boom in
population in which it starts from 1, 0000 in the1800 till it reached around 4, 0000 in the
carly 1900s. This rapid pace in the growth of population in Britain is unique to the time of

the industrial revolution

Increasingly, these factors led to the emergence of new class order and new
industrial towns which consisted of considerable number of inhabitants. For instance,
population in Manchester reached 144.000 by 1830 also Birmingham had reached 182.000
in the same year. Beside this, most of these new industrial cities were not allowed to be
represented. Not surprisingly, these new circumstances established unbalance between the

distribution of population and parliamentary representation seats. This latter worsened the

situation of representation in Britain and made the House of Commons far from the
realities of life in large part of the country. A further example concerning unequal
representation was the town of Lancashire which was a leading town of the industrial
revolution had a population of 1.300.000 in the 1831 only retumed 14 Mps whereas

Comwall had a population 300.000 but it sent 42 MPs to parliament (Whitefield 28, 29),

In short we can say that, th

dustrial revolution and the growth of population went
hand in hand. As they were contributory factors that demonstrated clearly the illegitimacy
of the old political system which ignored a large part if not most of British population as it

is shown in the following map:
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Figure 2: Parliamentary Representation before 1832

Source: Cook, Chris. The Routledge Companion to Britain in the Nineteenth

Century 1815-1914. P. 58.

‘This map demonstrates that the British political system in the pre reform era was
unrepresentative one. It was mainly characterized by a wide spread of rotten borough in
almost all over Britain regardless the fundamental changes brought by the industrial
revolution. The British political system in this period was outdated since it neglected

almost all large urban cities from parliamentary representation.
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2.2 The Legacy of the French Revolution

By the end of the eighteenth century, Europe experienced tremendous changes
characterized, by upheavals and uprising of people against oligarchies. The most famous
one was the French revolution that lasted from 1789 to 1799. The French revolution is
regarded as a major turning point in the world history. It was inspired by many liberals and
radical ideas that gave spark of hope to the British lower class and atracted the attention of
the British rulers to crucial political matters. The French revolution was based on many
ideas and principles. The most famous ones was the motto of the revolution in itself

“liberté, égalité, fraternité” which had a great impact on the British

general and the

British intellectual, philosophical and political life in particular (Cody).

The French revolution had a profound effect far beyond the frontiers of France
since the principles and the desires of the French revolution were to secure the natural

rights of all men and to create a state in which the people were the sovercign. Moreover,

the French revolution was considered by many historians as a great step to reject
absolutism and to establish new constitution and other forms of personal liberty and

equality which were effective arms against nepotism and patronage system that dominated

Europe at that time. Britain like many European countries did not and could not escape the
consequences of the revolution because that latter helped the reinforcement of the notion of

reform in Britain (Brioch et al 7).

In fact, the French political life during this period became the most important
subjects of public comments and political debate inside and outside parliament. Basically,
the British debate at that time concentrated on the French revolutionary principles and how

it reshaped the domestic scene because people in Britain during this period were under the

mercy of aristocratic class and most people suffered a lot from a misrepresentative system
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and inequality in the right to vote. Almost all the working and lower classes in Britain was
oppressed people in terms of vote and natural rights. Therefore, they took the French

revolution as sample to maintain their social and political rights (7).

Beside this, the French revolution played an important role in awakening the British radical

reformers. Some of them sought universal suffrage, annual general clections and equal

ized constituencies. The others followed the French path in secking natural rights and

sovereignty for all the British people.

A further fundamental point concerning the impact of the French revolution on
Britain was the wide spread of dozens of new political clubs and societies in many large
urban centers in Britain. They were established by radicals the most important of these

radical clubs was the London

mresponding Society (LCS) created by Thomas Hardy. It

consisted of thousands of lower middle classes and working class. Although they did not

succeed in attracting the massive support especially from the poor working class, these
radical societies gave birth to political consciousness among ordinary people and put
pressure on the ruling class to suppress the activities of those radical admirers in Britain

(Brioch et al 9, 10).

What is worth to mention is that the French revolution caused the raise of many
questions that surrounded on the necessity of parliamentary reform. Therefore, many
historians believed that the period between 1791t01803 was a major opportunity for many
radicals to demand a democratic reform of the British social and political order such as

Richard Price, Thomas Paine, William Cobbett and many others.

Politically speaking, Richard Price a political writer and radical who described the
relationship between domestic political concerns in Britain and the events in France in one

of his sermon; A Discourse on the Love of Our Country. In which He advocated the right
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of people by stating “T have lived to see the rights of men better understood than ever, and
nations painting for liberty which scemed to lost the idea of it ... and demanding liberty

with an irresistible voice.” (qtd Philip2)

In this quotation, Price expressed his enthusiasm for the surrounding events in
Europe and more precisely in France. He asserted that rights of men and liberty are key
factors to any nation despite the long and difficult way to maintain them but they were

fundamental concepts that Britain should take them in consideration.

However, not all British intellectuals agreed that the French revolution had a
positive impact. One of the opponents to the revolt in France was Edmund Burke. He

expressed his opposition through a pamphlet entitled The Reflections on the Revolution in

rance in 1790. It was considered as the first attack on the moral and intellectual claims
improved by the French revolution and he rejected the way France achieved democracy.
Thomas Paine responded by writing his famous book Right of Men to support natural rights
of human being and to shed the light on the social needs and governmental tyranny of the

old English parliament (Brioch et al10).

In short, we can say that the French revolution had an influential and huge impact
on the British political life since it was an alarming force that resulted in a wide spread of

radical ideas and reformers throughout the kingdom.

2.3 The Influence of Radical Ideas

‘The period between1 760-1817, Europe witnessed waves of radical politics followed
by revolution. The most famous one like already mentioned was the French revolution of

1789 which was an outbreak that pushed radicalism in Europe in general and in Britain in




