access to history

Protest, Agitation and Parliamentary

Reform in Britain 1780-1928
MICHAEL SCOTT-BAUMANN

Faghtsd 1) 1R 0

r,'i:lm ||w:il“

e

it

i}

= i

1 :'i;L (i
I 1

- [
-

- =

= E.ﬂl: T

¥ o e
Sy = -

E }_ 5 o 4 [l off 3 !
4 =k aiF : /
3 S —— T '
- i i
" A . 3 T 4 4 -
b s o m—, — - N = 2 i .
i —_—— = : , .
e o — ‘ e g = = — | : e - i
= 4 s . A
i . - : :._I - e - I - 'x 3 Y
$ y "‘ = = e L ™ =
! = 5L PRy e —
e 8 : 1 = = : = . B

endorsed for HODDER
edexcel EDUCATION
* LEARN MORE




/"

DYNAMIC
iLEARNING

Protest, Agitation and Parliamentary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 is available as a Student
eTextbook.

Student eTextbooks are downloadable versions of the printed textbooks that teachers can assign

to students. Students can:

@ Download and view them on any device or browser
@ Add, edit and synchronise notes across two devices
® Access their personal copy on the move

Find out more and sign up for a free trial — visit: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/dynamiclearning




daccess to history

Protest,
Agitation and
Parliamentary
Reform in
Britain 17s0-192¢

MICHAEL SCOT T-BAUMANN

THIRD EDITION



In order to ensure that this resource offers high-quality support for the associated Pearson
qualification, it has been through a review process by the awarding body. This process confirms
that this resource fully covers the teaching and learning content of the specification or part of a
specification at which it is aimed. It also confirms that it demonstrates an appropriate balance
between the development of subject skills, knowledge and understanding, in addition to
preparation for assessment.

Endorsement does not cover any guidance on assessment activities or processes (e.g. practice
questions or advice on how to answer assessment questions), included in the resource nor does
it prescribe any particular approach to the teaching or delivery of a related course.

While the publishers have made every attempt to ensure that advice on the qualification

and its assessment is accurate, the official specification and associated assessment guidance
materials are the only authoritative source of information and should always be referred to for
definitive guidance.

Pearson examiners have not contributed to any sections in this resource relevant to
examination papers for which they have responsibility.

Examiners will not use endorsed resources as a source of material for any assessment set b_v
Pearson.

Endorsement of a resource does not mean that the resource is required to achieve this Pearson
qualification, nor does it mean that it is the only suitable material available to support the
qualification, and any resource lists produced by the awarding body shall include this and other
appropriate resources.



access to history

Protest,
Agitation and
Parliamentary
Reform in
Britain 17s0-1922

MICHAEL SCOT T-BAUMANN

THIRD EDITION

OH E'D%&?.Eﬁ

HETTE UK COMPANY



The Publishers would like to thank Robin Bunce for his contribution to the Study Guide.

The Publishers would like to thank Pearson Education Ltd. for the exam questions from Level 3
GCE Advanced Paper 3: Themes in breadth with aspects in depth (Option 36.1 Protest, agitation
and parliamentary reform in Britain, c1780-1928), paper 9HI0/36, reproduced on pages 34, 57,
73,131, 149, 150 and 153. Pearson Education Ltd. accepts no responsibility whatsoever for the
accuracy or method of working in the answers given.

Acknowledgements: are listed on page 170.

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently
overlooked the Publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first
opportunity.

Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of
going to press, Hodder Education cannot be held responsible for the content of any website
mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the
address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.

Hachette UK's policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and
made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are
expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

Orders: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SB.
Telephone: +44 (0)1235 827720. Fax: +44 (0)1235 400454, Lines are open 9.00a.m.=5.00p.m.,
Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service,

Visit our website at www.hoddereducation.co.uk

® Michael Scott-Baumann 2006
Third edition © Michael Scott-Baumann 2015

First published in 2006 by

Hodder Education

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

Impression number 0 87 6543 2.1
Year 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015

All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this
publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage
and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from
the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic
reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, Saffron House,
6—10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.

Cover photo: A Slum (engraving), Ferrier, C.A. (19th century)/© Private Collection/Bridgeman
Images

Produced, illustrated and typeset in Palatino LT Std by Gray Publishing, Tunbridge Wells
Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CRO 4YY

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1471838477



Contents

CEEEED The unreformed political system in the 1780s

1
2

The political system in the 1780s
The electoral system in the 1780s

@EIETD The origins and impact of parliamentary reform

N

1780-1860

Support for parliamentary reform 1780-1830
The campaign for, and resistance to, the Reform Bill 1831-2
The impact of the Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1832

Parliamentary reform and its impact 1860-1928

: |

vi bW N

The passing of the second Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1867
The impact of the second Representation of the People (Reform) Act

The third Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1884-5
The Parliament Act 1911

The Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1918

Radical reformers 17801819

1

2
3
4

Radical reform in the time of the French Revolution
The effects of the war with France

The growth of popular radicalism 1815-19

The government response to radical protest

CHAPTER 5 Chartism 1838-50

N

= w

The origins of Chartism

The Charter, the Petition and the Convention 1837-9
Chartism in the 1840s

Key debate

=

10

11
17
26

35
35
41
46
50
53

58

58
62
64
69

i

75
79
84
89



( CHAPTER 6 RJULE Conta%lous Diseases Acts and the campaign for

Contents

their repeal 1862—-86 93

1 Prostitution in mid-nineteenth-century Britain 94

2 The Contagious Diseases Acts 1864, 1866 and 1869 97

3 The impact of the Acts on prostitutes and ordinary women 100

4 The campaign for repeal 1867-86 101

88 The Women's Social and Political Union 1903-14 112
1 The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and votes for women

1897-1903 113

2 The Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) 190314 114

3 The WSPU and the Liberal government 1906-14 121

4 Key debate 127

(9101288 Trade union militancy 1917-27 132

1 Trade unions and government 1914-22 132

2 The origins of the General Strike 137

3 The 1926 General Strike and its aftermath 141

Study guide 150

Glossary of terms 161

Further reading 164

Index 166

Dedication

Keith Randell (1943-2002)

The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for

with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.

students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over
20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim




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.

The political system in
the 1780s

:lv To what extent did the aristocracy dominate political life?
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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



@ KEY TERM

Aristocracy The nobles, or
peers, who inherited landed
titles which gave them the
right to sit in the House of
Lords,
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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 Patliament (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).
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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.

(the official State Church).

between the two parties in 1780,

The Tories

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 o
change and more fearful of the ideas of
the French Revolution.

Both parties were led by Anglicans, that is, members of the Church of England

There were more similarities, in background and belief, than there were differences

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.

The monarch could, and did,
use their power to appoint and
dismiss ministers

Summary diagram: The political system in the 1780s

Landowning aristocracy
dominated Parliament

Politics in the
1780s

Whigs and Tories were the two main groups in Parliament and
both were dominated by aristocratic, landowning families

@ KEY TERMS

Nonconformists People
who were Protestants but
not members of the Church
of England. Examples

were Baptists, Quakers,
Presbyterians and Methodists.

French Revolution

A series of events, starting in
| 789, which led to the fall
of the monarchy and of the
aristocracy in France.
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The electoral system in the
| 1780s

b 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 Comumons 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 neatly

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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The counties of
Yorkshire and
Rutland each
elected two MPs
to Parliament

Liverpool (g @ . S
- Sheffield

Dunwich

7 London
® Bristol ®

Gatton
Old Sarum

®
-

42 MPs were elected for boroughs in
Cornwall yet the cities of Manchester,
Leeds, Bradford and Sheffield had no
MPs of their own before 1832

Figure |.1 The geography of the unreformed system. In what ways does this map
show how uneven the unreformed electoral system was?

Voting qualifications in borough constituencies

L

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.
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Nominee Someone who

is put forward for election.
Over 200 MPs were
nominated by an aristocratic
patron who sat in the Lords.
In other words, members of
the House of Lords had huge
control over the composition
of the House of Commons.

Pocket borough A borough
constituency that was in the
control, hence the pocket, of
a particular patron, usually a
large landowner. The majority
were controlled by Tories.

Rotten borough A borough
with few or no constituents
yet which returned at |east
one MP to Parliament.

Polling station A place
where you go to vote.

Secret ballot Casting a vote
in secret, as is done today.
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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
powertful ‘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.
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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. How useful is Source A to
a historian?

SOURCE A

LLLERLLELEEELIUETELLLUEETEL L LR LLE LR DL TP DI LLL LD PLU LR EELEEELLE LT EEL UL LELEEEEEL UL DL L LEL AL LLLEEELLLREEEEL PR LEEEEELLUEELLLUEE T LU L LEE L LEEELELLELTE DL LD LR L LR EEL L LLE DL L LD ELEELD L LEE L LLE DL AL EL L LR EE L LEETEE ]

This engraving, made by William Hogarth in 1754-5, shows the violence and excitement of an election.
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Deferential Showing
respect for people, in this
case for those of a ‘higher
class,
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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 patliamentary reform; the Tories, who opposed reform, lost
nearly all the county seats.
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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 disappeat, as will be seen in Chapters 2 and 4.

Summary diagram: The electoral system in the 1780s

All counties returned
two MPs

In the boroughs, there was a
variety of voting qualifications so
that some had large electorates,

some very small

| Only 11 per cent of
adult men could vote |

What was the
parliamentary
electoral system like
in the 1780s?

Over 200 seats in the
House of Commons were
controlled by aristocrats,
i.e. members of the
House of Lords

No secret ballot -
influence and bribery were
commeon in elections

The rural south of England was
over-represented and the more urban
north and Midlands were
under-represented




 CHAPTER2

The origins and impact of
parliamentary reform 1780—-1860

Pressure for parliamentary reform, and staunch resistance to it, were present from the
1780s to 1830. Then, when the Whigs came to power in 1830 they decided to reform
Parliament and the way it was elected. The reasons for reform and for resistance to it are
examined, as is the campaign for the bill. The impact of the Representation of the People
(Reform) Act 1832, the development of political parties and the declining influence of the
Crown are also addressed. These are examined through the following themes:

% Support for parliamentary reform 1780-1830

* The campaign for, and resistance to, the Reform Bill 1831-2
* The impact of the Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1832

Key dates |

1780

1785

1830 Nowv.
1831 March

May
June
Sept.

Oct.

10

House of Commons motion
criticising increasing power of the
Crown

Defeat of proposals for
parliamentary reform in Parliament
Whig government was appointed
First Reform Bill introduced and
later rejected

General election

Second Reform Bill introduced
Second Reform Bill passed by the
Commaons

House of Lords rejected the
second Reform Bill

Riots in several cities

1831

Dec.

1832 May 7

1834

1859

May 14

Whig government introduced a
third Reform Bill

House of Lords' committee
rejected the third Reform Bill
Whig government resigned
Wellington failed to form
government

Whigs returned to power

King persuaded Lords to pass the
Reform Bill

Tamworth Manifesto and
emergence of 'Conservatives’
Liberal Party made up of Whigs,
Peelites and radical MPs
Abolition of the property
qualification for MPs
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o Support for parliamentary
- reform 1780-1830

h- Why was there growing demand for reform?
» Why did the Whigs support parliamentary reform?

Reform in the 1780s

By 1780, there were growing calls for parliamentary reform. At this time, Britain
was in the midst of the War of American Independence and there was rising
criticism of the way the war was being conducted. With the support of an
increasingly active press, some MPs attacked the government for raising higher
taxes and increasing government expenditure. Furthermore, they claimed that
the king was imposing policies on his ministers and using patronage to achieve
majority support in Parliament which did not reflect the people’s wishes. For
evidence of this, they could point to the increasing number of contracts (for
example, to provide military supplies for the war) which the government had
granted, many of which had gone to MPs or their relatives or friends, thus
winning more support for the government in Parliament.

Thus, the government was accused of being corrupt as well as inefficient. Its
opponents demanded ‘economical’ reform to reduce government expenditure
(for example by cutting the number of government offices). In 1780, a motion
was debated and passed in the House of Commons: ‘that the power of the
Crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished’. The majority
of MPs who supported this motion probably saw it as criticism of the prime
minister, not of the king personally. In the following years there was a reduction
in royal patronage, for instance, in the number of government ministers

and offices, but it was only a small step from calls for ‘economical’ reform to
demands for parliamentary reform.

In 1785, two years after defeat in America, the prime minister, William Pitt,
proposed reform of Parliament since ‘the people were loud for a more equal
representation’. He proposed to disenfranchise 36 of the worst rotten boroughs
and redistribute their 72 seats to London and the more highly populated
counties. (At that time, rural Cornwall had 44 MPs while fast-industrialising
Lancashire had only thirteen.) However, his bill failed to secure majority
support in Parliament. Many MDPs saw the disfranchisement of boroughs as an
attack on property rights. It was also widely known that the king was opposed to
the bill.

Although parliamentary reform was widely discussed, support for it in the
country was patchy. There was strong support in London, especially at times
of more general unrest or agitation. Furthermore, some of the industrial and
commercial middle classes supported reform in order to weaken the grip of the

@ KEY TERMS

War of American
Independence This lasted
from | /776 to | 783 and
ended with Britain recognising
the independence of the
colonies which became the
United States of America.
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which, if passed, becomes an
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landed classes on Britain’s political life. However, patliamentary reform was
mostly a stick with which to beat an unpopular government. Once the American
war was ended, in 1783, and taxes and government expenditure had been cut,
the demand for parliamentary reform declined. However, the French Revolution
in 1789 was to change all that, as explained in Chapter 4.

During the war against the French, from 1793 to 1815 (see page 61), the calls
for parliamentary reform had quietened down, partly because of government
action to stifle such demands and partly because of a patriotic sense of duty to
concentrate on winning the war (see pages 58-62). However, after the end of
the war, in 1815, the reform agitation was reignited and attracted increasing
support, especially from the working classes. This took the form of a radical

campaign calling for complete manhood suffrage. (This campaign is examined
on pages 64-72.)

Reform and the middle classes

Most of the property-owning middle classes did not support this radical
campaign. They were just as opposed to demands for complete manhood
suffrage as the landowning classes. They did not want democracy where all
men had the vote. That would be ‘mob rule’. Instead, they wanted the vote for
men like themselves, ‘tesponsible’ citizens who owned property. There was

a widespread belief among the middle and upper classes that only those who
owned property had a right to vote. They were the ones who had a stake in
the country, in the form of property, and so could be entrusted with the vote.
For this reason, most of the property-owning classes, whether rural or urban,
opposed the radical reform campaign in the years from 1815 to 1820.

However, many of the middle classes did favour some measure of parliamentary
reform. One of the main reasons for this was that Britain was now an
increasingly industrialised nation in which the new middle classes - factory
owners and bankers, merchants and shopkeepers — were demanding more

of a say in the government of the country and that Parliament should not be
controlled just by wealthy landowners. Above all, these people pointed out the
fact that the largely rural south of England was over-represented in the House
of Commons and the more densely populated industrial areas of the north and
Midlands were very under-represented. A few examples will illustrate this:

e All counties, whatever their size, returned two MPs to Parliament:
— Rutland was the smallest, with a population of just 19,000,
— Yet the industrialised county of Lancashire, with a population of 1,300,000,
also had only two seats (see Figure 1.1, page 5).
e The differences were even more marked in the boroughs:
~ In Cornwall, where medieval kings had granted borough status to many
ports and fishing villages, there were 21 borough seats, sending 42 MPs to
Parliament, although the population of Cornwall was only 192,000.
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— Yet the city of Manchester, with a population of 180,000 in 1831, had no
seat of its own. (That did not mean that none of those living in Manchester
could vote: those who owned property worth 40 shillings could vote in the
county election for Lancashire but they had to travel all the way from
Manchester to the county town of Lancaster, a journey of several hours, to
cast their vote.)

— Like Manchester, the fast-growing cities of Birmingham (population
144,000) and Leeds (population 123,000) had no seat of their own in
Parliament.

The demand for reform 1820-30

Although many in the middle classes may have wished for more representation
in Parliament, the demand for reform became quieter when the economy revived
in the early 1820s. In 1820, the Whig leader, Earl Grey, told his son-in-law that
he did not expect to see a Reform Act ‘during my life, or even yours’. From 1824
to 1829 there were no petitions for reform presented to Parliament.

However, the demand for some kind of reform never subsided completely. The
reformers continued to highlight the worst abuses of the unreformed system

so that rotten boroughs (see page 6) such as Dunwich and Old Sarum became
notorious. In 1821, Parliament even agreed to disenfranchise the corrupt

Cornish borough of Grampound and allot its two seats to Yorkshire. In the more
stable political climate of the 1820s, parliamentary reform seemed a respectable
and realistic goal for the middle classes. The problem was that, while the Tories
dominated government, there was little chance of reform being passed by
Parliament and the king, George IV, was certainly opposed to it.
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1806 Became leader of the Whigs in the through the years of Tory domination. He finally came
Commons to power as prime minister, at the age of 58, when

Wellington's Tory government collapsed in 1830. Grey is

806/ Forei et
| i ARy mainly remembered for steering the Reform Bill through

1807 Inherited his father's title of earl and Parliament in 183]1-2.
moved to the House of Lords
18304 Prime minister of Whig government

1845 Died



14

@ KEY TERMS

Political unions Popular
organisations created to
campaign for reform of
Parliament.

Act of Catholic
Emancipation An Act of
Parliament allowing Roman
Catholics the right to become
MPs or to hold other public
office.

[Ol" KEY FIGURES

Arthur Wellesley,
first Duke of Wellington
(1769-1852)

Army general who led British
forces to victory over
Napoleon at the Battle of
Waterloo in 1815. Was Tory
prime minister |828-30.

Robert Peel
(1788-1850)

Tory home secretary |822-7
and |1828-30. He steered
Catholic Emancipation
through the House of
Commons.

Protest, Agitation and Parliamentary Reform in Britain |780-1928

Then, in the years 1829-30, the whole political scene changed dramatically. This
transformation was caused by:

e the passing of Catholic Emancipation
® the accession to the throne of King William IV
e the emergence of political unions.

The passing of Catholic Emancipation

In the late 1820s, there was a well-organised campaign in Ireland for Catholics
to be given full political rights. It attracted huge support among the mostly
Catholic population and, fearing the outbreak of full-scale rebellion in Ireland,
the Tory government hurriedly passed the Act of Catholic Emancipation in
1829. Many Tories regarded this as a betrayal of their party and of the Church
of England, and an assault on the British constitution. Many Tory MPs never
forgave the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, and Sir Robert Peel, the
Tory leader in the House of Commons.

The accession to the throne of King William IV

The death of King George IV, in June 1830, necessitated a general election.
Against a background of recent poor harvests, rising unemployment and a
revival of radical demands for reform, the government suffered further losses
in the elections and still had no firm majority in Parliament. When the new
Parliament met in November 1830, Wellington made a speech in which he

said he saw no need to consider any change to the parliamentary system: ‘the
legislature [Parliament] and the system of representation possesses the full and
entire confidence of the country”.

Wellington seemed to be blocking any discussion of reform yet, at this time,
an increasing number of people, both inside and outside Parliament, were
discussing the need for some kind of reform. The Whigs were pushing for
parliamentary reform and they were now stronger and more confident. The
Tories were divided and demoralised while the Whigs had a monarch, in
William IV, who was not opposed to them, as King George IV had been. For
the first time in many years, the Whigs looked like a realistic alternative to
the Tory government. When embittered Tories joined the Whigs to defeat the
government in Parliament, Wellington resigned and the new king invited Earl
Grey (see profile on page 13), the Whig leader, to form a government.

The emergence of the political unions

In 1829-30, the demand for reform was beginning to gather more support. This
occurred at a time of growing economic discontent and fear of widespread public
disorder. The political temperature was further raised by the news of another

revolution in France in July 1830. It was not as violent or as large scale as in
1789, but it led to the downfall of the Bourbon monarchy and the establishment

of a new king. This stirred up old fears of domestic radicalism (see Chapter 4)
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and revolution. Meanwhile, in several cities across Britain, political unions, or
societies, reappeared. This resurgence in reform agitation was partly a response
to deteriorating economic conditions but was also a result of the recent general
election and the events in France.

The most notable political society was the Birmingham Political Union

(BPU), led by Thomas Attwood. Its first meeting attracted a crowd of 15,000. It
aimed to achieve reform of Parliament through the pressure exerted by a ‘general
political union of the lower and the middle classes of the people’. Attwood had
noticed, in the recent campaign in Ireland, the impact which public pressure,
with mass support, could have on the government. Perhaps reform of Parliament
might be achieved in the same way?

Not all societies attracted the same mixture of middle- and working-class
support as the BPU. The Metropolitan Political Union, founded in London by
Henry Hunt (see profile on page 67), was dominated by artisans and craftsmen,
many of whom had been active in radical politics in the years after 1815 (see
pages 64-72). Some societies were decidedly middle class in composition, made
up of merchants, lawyers and businessmen who were keen to make government
more responsive to the needs of trade and industry. Political societies were
formed in Manchester, Leeds, Sheffield and many other towns and cities. Their
membership and aims varied but they all added to the pressure ‘out of doors’
for reform of the political system. Meanwhile, in Parliament, MPs increasingly
recognised that continued resistance to demands for reform would only provoke

violence. The Whigs were not as out of touch as the Duke of Wellington had
been and, in March 1831, they introduced a bill for the reform of Parliament in

the House of Commons.

The Whigs and reform

The Whig government, which was appointed in November 1830, decided to
make patliamentary reform a priority. Clearly, the government would have to
deal with the worst abuses of the present system. That would mean getting rid
of the rotten boroughs and providing seats in Parliament for the big new towns

that were not already parliamentary boroughs. But Earl Grey and his ministers
were not revolutionaries. They wished to preserve rule by the landed classes,

men like themselves, with the support of the middle classes, and to “purity’ the
present system. In order to work out the details of the reform, Grey formed a
four-man committee and instructed them that he wanted reform:

e 'Large enough to satisfy public opinion’; that is, enough to pacify the demands
coming from meetings, petitions, demonstrations and the press.

o 'To afford sure ground for resistance to further innovation’; that is, reform which
would settle the agitation once and for all.

o ‘Based on property’; that is, voting qualifications based on property, certainly
not universal suffrage. Grey did not want democracy.

@ KEY TERMS
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e [Based] ‘on existing franchises and territorial divisions’. Grey was probably
thinking of the 40-shilling (£2) qualification in the counties and wanted to
preserve constituency boundaries.

® [That would] 'Run no risk of overthrowing the [existing] form of government'.
Grey believed in aristocratic government and wanted to win over the middle
classes and bring them into partnership with the landowners. He wanted to
‘reform in order to preserve’.

Summary diagram: Support for parliamentary reform 1780-1830

Mounting criticism in Parliament of the government in 1780s yet
proposals for parliamentary reform were defeated

l

Growing demand for parliamentary reform after 1815
To give more seats in Parliament to new, industrial towns and cities

l

Middle classes wanted more say in government
Votes for property owners

l

Reform movement gathered pace in 1829-30
» Catholic Emancipation and disintegration of the Tory Party
¢ Accession of new king

* Growth of political unions
Whig government embarked on parliamentary reform




Chapter 2 The origins and impact of parliamentary reform [780—1860

The campaign for, and resistance
. to, the Reform Bill 1831-2

» What were the main arguments for and against reform?
» Why did it take so long to pass the Reform Bill?

The first Reform Bill, March 1831

The reform committee made proposals to the full Cabinet and a bill was
presented to the House of Commons in March 1831. It produced an ‘absolutely
electrifying shock’. Most MPs had expected a fairly moderate measure, getting
rid of some rotten boroughs and transferring their seats to a few of the bigger
towns. Instead, the bill deprived 60 boroughs of both of their MPs and another
47 of one of their MPs, Many of their seats were awarded to new, industrial
towns. The bill also established a uniform voting qualification in the boroughs:
all those who owned or rented a house worth £10 a year in rent would be
enfranchised.

The Tories were horrified at the reform proposals. Sir Robert Peel, the Tory
leader in the Commons, opposed the bill because he believed it would not be
‘final” and that further demands for reform would later be made. MPs would see
that they could gain popularity by promising further change and so, in Peel’s
words, they ‘will offer votes and power to a million men and will quote your
precedent [example]’.

SOURCE A

From a speech by the Tory MP Sir Robert Inglis on 1 March 1831, quoted in
D. Murphy, G. Goodlad and R. Staton, Britain 1783-1918, Collins, 2003.

The House of Commons is now the most complete representation of the interests
of the people, which was ever assembled in any age or country. It comprehends
[includes] within itself, those who can urge the wants and defend the claims of
the landed, the commercial, the professional classes of the country, the
privileges of the nobility, the interests of the lower classes, the rights and
liberties of the whole people.
In response to Peel and other Tories, a young Whig, Thomas Macaulay, stressed
that most of the working classes would not qualify under the £10 householder
qualification in the boroughs. Rather, he said, the bill would enfranchise the
middle classes. They would be won over ‘to the side of security and stability’ and
thus provide the best possible guarantee against a revolution.

Study Source A. Onwhat

grounds does Inglis justify
his claim that the House
of Commons is ‘the most
complete representation
of the interests of the
people”?
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SOURCE B

From a speech by Thomas Macaulay, a Whig MP, in the House of Commons,

2 March 1831, quoted in Vyvyen Brandon, The Age of Reform 1820-1850,
Hodder Education, 1994. Born in 1800, Macaulay was a student, and latera
Fellow, at Cambridge University. He became an MP in 1830 and later served as a
government minister.

If the labourers of England were in that state in which I, from my soul, wish to
see them, — if employment were always plentiful, wages always high, food
always cheap, — if a large family were considered not as an encumbrance but as
a blessing — the principal objective [objections] to Universal Suffrage would, I
think, be removed ... But, unhappily, the lower orders in England, as in all old
countries, are occasionally in a state of great distress ... [which] makes even
wise men irritable, unreasonable and credulous — eager for immediate relief,
heedless of remote consequences ... It blunts thewr judgement, it inflames their
passions, it makes them prone to believe those who flatter them, and to distrust
those who serve them,

I oppose Universal Suffrage because I think it would produce a destructive
revolution. I support this measure, because I am sure it 1s our best security
against a revolution ...

I support this measure as a measure of Reform; but I support it still more as a
measure of conservation ... 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 government vast masses of
property and intelligence, vast numbers of those who are as interested in
preserving tranquillity, and who know best how to preserve it. We do more.

We drive over to the side of revolution those whom we shut out from power.

In fact, most MPs, whether Whig or Tory, wanted to maintain stability and
avoid a revolution. The difference was that Tories like Peel thought that giving
in to demands for reform would endanger the whole political system and
bring revolution nearer, whereas the Whigs thought that reform would stave

off revolution by winning over the middle classes and stifling the demand for
complete manhood suffrage.

The defeat of the bill, April 1831

When the vote was taken on the second reading of the bill in the House of
Commons, the government won by a single vote. However, when the bill was
examined in detail in committee (see the box opposite), it was picked apart and it
became clear that major amendments would be made and it would be defeated.
The Whigs were furious. They asked the king to dissolve Parliament and call a
new election. If they secured a large majority in Parliament, they would inflict

a defeat on the Tories. Furthermore, once reform had enfranchised the middle
classes, the Whigs were confident of being able to stay in power for many years.
The king, however, was reluctant to agree.
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After all, there had been a general election just six months before. And, with
recent poor harvests, riots in parts of the countryside and huge political
demonstrations in the cities, the atmosphere was already overheated.

~
The stages by which a bill becomes an Act of Parliament
« First reading: an announcement to the House « Third reading: the amended bill is ‘read’ and
of Commeons that a proposal for reform will be passed.
in March 1831. same procedure as in the Commons. The Lords
« Second reading: the main outlines of the bill are can reject a bill passed by the Commons (this
debated and voted on. If defeated in a vote, the was true up to 1911) and they did this to the
proposal is withdrawn. The first Reform Bill was second Reform Bill in October 1831.
passed by one vote on its second reading. . Royal assent: when the bill has passed through
« Committee stage: a committee of MPs studies both Houses of Parliament, the monarch signs
the bill in detail and can make amendments. The it and it becomes law, an Act of Parliament.
first Reform Bill was defeated at this stage. The monarch has not refused to sign a bill since
« Report stage: the bill is reported back to the full 1703.
House of Commons, where it can be debated
and amended.
S
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‘Chopped: “The Reformers’ Attack on the Old Rotten Tree”’, a cartoon from The Times in 1832. Reformers chop
down a tree of rotten boroughs while opposition Tories try to prop it up. Ordinary British people watch froma
distance as the sun rises.

CLLLLELEERTEETEEET DO DD IR REDTRETRE TR E AT ARL LT e IR DAL EED DT IR AL DAL IR REDERE TR I AT LR RO LD IR LLD I LRI AT AR LD DR RRE LD LTI T DI IR LR LI DT RTAIT R DAL DR REDRE TR ATl LD R R IR LI LTI f]] L]



20

Protest, Agitation and Parliamentary Reform in Britain |780-1928

Grey, however, was determined. He persuaded the king that reform of
Parliament would pacify public opinion and cause the agitation in the country
to die down. In other words, reform would be the best guarantee of peace and
stability. Now the Whigs had to secure a majority in Parliament in order to get
reform passed.

‘The bill, the whole bill and nothing but the bill!’

Right across the country, there was huge backing for “The bill, the whole bill and
nothing but the bill!” Although it would not give the vote to most of the working
classes, the bill still attracted widespread support. After all, this was the first
major reform of Parliament for 200 years and, even if manhood suffrage was not
granted immediately, many radicals thought it was more likely to be passed later
by a reformed Parliament.

Most of the middle-class reformers did not want manhood suffrage. But they
knew that they needed the support of huge numbers behind their demand for
reform in order to convince the government not to back down. This national
agitation enabled the government to keep up the pressure on the king and those
in Parliament who were opposed to reform.

The election campaign was characterised by vast open-air meetings, with
banners waving and band music blaring. Major newspapers, such as The Times,
supported reform and gave huge coverage to meetings and petitions for
reform. The leaders of the reform movement emphasised that reform would be
good for “The Nation” and for “The People’. In this way, they papered over any
divisions between what the moderates and the more radical reformers wanted.
This appearance of class unity was quite new and created the impression of a
relentless, unanimous movement for reform.

The second Reform Bill, June to October 1831

The election swept the Whigs back to power with a majority of over 130 seats
in Parliament. In 76 of the 82 county seats, where voting was generally freer
than in the boroughs, pro-reform candidates were successful. Many aristocratic
patrons found that, despite their money and their influence, their candidates
were defeated.

The Whigs introduced a second Reform Bill. It was slightly more moderate than
the first: the main change was that the Whigs agreed to a Tory amendment that

extended the vote in the counties to tenants who rented land worth £50 a year,
not just to those owning property worth £2 a year. This was a concession to the
landed classes as it was expected that these tenant farmers would vote the same
way as their landlords. This might placate some of the landowning Tories, while
many of the Whigs, themselves mostly landowners, were happy to support

this conservative move. After all, the Whigs intended that this reform should
preserve a Britain dominated by the landowning classes.
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The second Reform Bill was eventually passed by the House of Commons in
September 1831. Now it would have to be passed by the House of Lords. This

is where it could be heavily rejected as the Tories were in a large majority in

the upper house. In early October, before the bill was presented to the Lords,
Thomas Attwood, the leader of the BPU, had a meeting with Grey. Attwood was

planning a big demonstration and Grey hinted that now was the time for the
BPU to make itself felt.

Attwood organised a huge march in Birmingham. It was to be orderly, to
impress the authorities, and a reporter from The Times was invited to ensure
publicity. About 100,000 joined in, ranging from bankers to miners. Speeches
were made and a petition to Parliament was approved. The next day, Attwood
presented the petition, along with 79 others from around the country, to
Parliament. The Times reported the march of the previous day and warned the
aristocracy not to resist the people. Would the Lords take note of the warning?

When the bill was introduced to the House of Lords, Prime Minister Earl Grey
told his fellow peers of what might happen if they rejected the bill:

SOURCE D

From a speech by the prime minister, Earl Grey, in the House of Lords, 3 October
1831.

Will your Lordships reject a measure sanctioned [agreed] by an overwhelming
majority of representatives of the people in the other House — the people
themselves, at the same time, roused and agitated from one end of the country
to the other ... I implore your Lordships to consider what will be the
consequences of the rejection of this measure; and whether, if rejected now, it
can finally be put aside. May you, my Lords, be wise in time and avoid those
dangers which will inevitably arise from your rejection of this measure, and
secure, by its adoption, peace and conciliation in the country.
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Rejection and riots

The Lords rejected the bill and riots broke out in Nottingham, Derby and
Bristol which then had to be suppressed by troops. In Bristol, one of the main
targets was the bishop, who had voted against the bill in the Lords: his palace
was burned down. So was the house of the Bristol MP who was an outspoken
opponent of reform. Many government buildings were destroyed and the city
centre was ruined.

Whigs and Tories, aristocracy and middle classes were all shocked by this
violence. It could discredit the reform movement. Above all, it might scare the
government into backing down and dropping their reform proposals. It would
certainly strengthen the Tories” accusation that reform would lead to revolution
and civil war. For the reformers, both inside and outside Parliament, it was
essential to show that the reform movement was organised and disciplined,

Study Source D. How
and why did Grey warn
the Lords of the dangers
of rejecting reform?

%



22

Protest, Agitation and Parliamentary Reform in Britain |780-1928

responsible and law-abiding. If that was the case, then the government would
have no pretext for suppressing meetings and demonstrations, and the Tory
opposition would have no reason for blaming the reformers for the disorder.

The response of the political unions

The middle-class leaders of the political unions, men like Thomas Attwood of
the BPU, understood this well. They needed the support of the masses in order
to keep up sustained pressure on the Whig government. But they also had to
avoid giving the government any reason for repression. A well co-ordinated,
national reform movement would be far harder to defeat than a violent mob.

Attwood and other leaders of the campaign outside Parliament now found
themselves caught between the Tory opponents of reform and the masses. The
latter threatened to discredit the moderate reformers and they might scare the
Whig government into losing its nerve. The reformers wanted peaceful, mass
protest, both as a warning to the Tories and to strengthen the government’s
resolve.

Meanwhile, however, more militant members of the political unions were
demanding more active, forceful agitation. Some of the more radical leaders were
pointing out that the Whig Reform Bill was deliberately designed to exclude the
working classes. Henry Hunt, one of the few radical MPs in Parliament, said that
‘the bill will exclude nine-tenths of the male adult population from any share in
the representation whatevet’, The Whigs, and their allies outside, had to take the
initiative if their moderate Reform Bill was to be passed.

The third Reform Bill, December 1831 to May 1832

In December 1831, the Whigs introduced a third Reform Bill and it passed the
Commons with a two to one majority. Now the question was: would the Lords
reject yet another Reform Bill? If so, what action would the government take?
And, what was the attitude of the king?

The king, under pressure from Earl Grey, said that he would consider creating
enough Whig peers to enable the bill to pass the Lords. The Cabinet estimated
that this might mean creating 50 or 60 peers. But for how long would the king
agree to this? After all, many MPs felt that such a request from the government
would be putting too much pressure on the king. Grey himself thought that to
create as many as 50 or 60 peers was ‘a measure of extreme force’. The Whig
leaders called for patience. But many reformers, both in Parliament and in the
country as a whole, feared that the Whig leaders were weakening.

In April 1832, Grey introduced the bill in the House of Lords. He spoke of
the ‘clamour outside’, referring to the agitation across Britain, of ‘a great and
intelligent people” who deserved to have some say in the government of the
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country. The debate lasted for five days. Some of the speeches lasted for two or
three hours. Finally, at dawn on 15 April, after a debate that went on through

the night by candlelight, the Lords passed the new bill. But it still had to be
examined by a House of Lords’ committee and this is where it could be unpicked
and sent back, as an amended bill, to the Commons. The political temperature
was rising.

Whig resignation, May 1832

The pressure was also building up outside Patliament. At a huge meeting of the
BPU on 7 May, Attwood made his most famous statement: ‘I would rather die
than see the great bill of Reform rejected or mutilated in any of its great parts
or provisions’. Grey and the Whig leaders now told the king that if the bill was
not passed unamended, they would resign. This may have been intended as a
threat; reports from the Court suggested that the king's advisers were opposed
to the creation of more peers. The Whig leaders may have been bluffing. If so,
their bluff was called: when the Lords’ committee rejected the bill on 7 May,
the Whigs were forced to resign. The king now looked to the Tories to form a
government. It was widely expected that the Duke of Wellington would lead a
new government.

The ‘Days of May’ 1832

Although the Whig leaders may have been surprised at how quickly the king
accepted their resignations, some of them seemed quite relieved. Months of
tension, pressure and argument had taken their toll. Perhaps the whole reform
question could be settled by a Tory government with the support of moderate
Whigs in Parliament. Now the Whigs could only wait and see: Would the Duke
be able to form a government? What would be the reaction of the political
unions?

The Duke of Wellington, who had accused the Whigs of inciting revolution
with their Reform Bill in April, now recognised that any new government
would have to pass some kind of parliamentary reform in order to settle the
whole question and calm the widespread agitation. Several Tories refused to
serve in a government that was going to pass reform, many of them still angry
with Wellington and Peel for pushing through Catholic Emancipation. The key
question was: what would Peel’s reaction be? It would be difficult to form any
Tory government without the active support and leadership of Sir Robert Peel in
the Commons. Peel was not completely opposed to reform. In fact, he realised
that the whole question needed to be settled. But, he was not going to be the one
to do it. He had opposed the first Reform Bill and he refused to go back on his
word. Peel had been accused of breaking his word over Catholic Emancipation
and he was not going to damage his career even further by doing so again.
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