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CHAPTER 1

The unreformed political system in the 1780s



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


•  The political system in the 1780s

•  The electoral system in the 1780s



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

1 The political system in the 1780s


To what extent did the aristocracy dominate political life?



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

The role of king and the aristocracy

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

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

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

Whigs and Tories

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

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

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



	Tories and Whigs



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

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

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

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





	The Tories
	The Whigs



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

Nearly all the Tories came from landowning backgrounds.

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

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


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

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

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

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


What were the main features of the electoral system?



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

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

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

Who could vote?

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

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


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

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

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

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

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



[image: ]



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

Pocket boroughs

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

Rotten boroughs

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

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

How were elections run?

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

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

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

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

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

Support for the old system

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

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

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

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

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