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The unreformed political system 
in the 1780s 

Th is introd udory chapter wi II examine how Britain was governed and, in particular, how 
the electoral system worked, in the 1780s. The key themes are: 

* The pol itica I system in the 1780s 

* The elector a I 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 wil I 
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, howeverJ it is necessary to 
examine the unreformed system. 

I 

The political system in 
the 1780s 

.,... To what extent did the aristocracy dominate political life? 
I .. - ____ .,...,_ -9iiltliiiiiiM. 

In 1780, Britain was undergoing swe,eping economic and social changes. The 
country was in the throes of the Industrial Revolut1on. Yet the political system 

reinained largely ut1changed. At the very top of this syste1n was the inonarch. 

The role of king and the aristocracy 
Th.e king could appojnt and dis1niss a prime minister. He could. also insist on 

having a say in the appointment of other tni.nisters. George III, who was king at 

this time,. frequently used his pow~ers to do s.o. However, the mona:tch 

had to take account of the wishes of Parliatnent if h.e was to influence their 
policies and get them to agree to the tax,es ,vithout which his goven11nent 

1 
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... KEYTERM 

Aristocracy The nob 1les, or 
peers, who ,inherrted landed 
titil es which gave them1 the 
rrght to sit ,i r, the Ho us.e of 
Lords. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

could not operate. Thus; if a parliamentary leader had a Jarge body of support 
in the House of Co1n1nons, the king was usuaUry obliged to inake hitn prime 
minister. 

Both gov,enm1ent (the nunisters) and Parliament wer,e dominated by the 

landowning classes. In fact, Britain was largel} governed by a few thousand 

landowning fa1niHes who, between them, held 1nore than half the agricultural 
land. Generation. after generation inherited the land and, with it, the wide­

ranging pow,er and influence which they had wielded for hundreds of years . 

The most hnportant of these ]andown it1g fanill.ies were members of the 
a1~istocracy. Th ir ancestors had been n,ade nobl s with titles like lord, duke1 
viscount or earl1 by earlier kings and queen:s a.nd they had ·thus becoine m.embers 
of the House of Lords. 

The la11do,v11ing aristocracy assumed their right to supremacy to be naturaL 

Their status was h reditary so that the right to a seat in the House of Lords 
was passed on to succeeding generations. Their central power base was the 

Hous,e of Lords but they had huge influence over the Hous,e of Comm011s as 
well. Thls was because nearly half of the Metnbers of Parlian-1:ent (!vIPs) ow1ed 
their seats to p,eers (men1bers of the House of Lords). For instaneie, inany MPs 

we~ the sons, younger brothers, cousins or friends of 1n1embers. of the House 
of Lords. The landed c]a.sses held the highest positions in the Church, the 

armed services., the judiciary ar1d the civH service. They also dominated local 

government. 

Whigs and Tories 

Parliatnent consist,ed of two Houses, as it does today~ The .House of Lords was 

n1lade up of hereditary peers whereas the House of Co1n1nons was e]ected. 

However, only a small percentage of the 1na1e populatio11 had the vote. This is 
explained more fuUy on page 4. 

The majority of MPs were landowners, although a11 increasing number were 

men who h.ad 111ade thejr money in trade or industry. Many MPs saw thetnselves 

as independent and 1nost b longed to either the Tory or the vVhig Party. The 
main sitnilarities and differen,ces betwee11 Whigs and Tories are sum1narised in 
Table 1.1 (see page 3). 
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Table I .I Comparing Tories and Whigs in the I 7S0s. How c:lear were the distinctions 

between ·rories and Whigs? 

These part1ies were ~oose group iings that had origina~ ly developed out of the 
strugg1le between Crown and Parliament ill the civil war of the seventeenth century. 
They were not as well or,gan~sed .as modern pol1itical parties. 

Both were domiinated by landowning famij lJfes, and famij~y networks often 
detHrm1ined whether an individual became Tory or Wh~g1. 

Both parUes w·ere led by Anglicans, that is, members of the Church of Engiand 
{the official State Church). 

There were m·or,e simillarities, in background and beli,ef, than there w,ere dtffer,ences 
betwee'n the two parties in 1780. 

The Tories were particu~arl1y keen to 
defend the power of the monarch and 
the Church of Eng land. 

Neairty au the Tories came firom 
landowning backgrounds. 

The Torires were more protective o1 the 
privilleg1es of the Church of Eng,and. 

The Tories were more resi.stant to 
change and more fearfui nf the ~deas of 
the French Revolution. 

The Whjg1s were more liike·ly to quesUon 
the power of the m,onarich and to, defend 
the power o,f Parliament. 

Anhough theirr l,eaders were mostly 
tandowner.s, an i ncreasingi number of 
Whig MPs came from 1industrial or 
commercial backgrounds. 

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

The Whijg1s began to demand reform of 
Parllament in the llate 1820s. 

Summary diagram: The polit ical system in the 1780s 

The monarch could, and dtd, 
use their power 1o appoint and Landowning aristocracy 

dismiss ministers dominated Parliam,ent 

Politics in the 
1780s 

1, 

I 
Whigs .and Tories were the two main groups in Parliament and 

both w,er,e domi naied by aristocratic, landowning fam m,es 

... KEVTERMS 

N onconformists Peopl·e 
who were Protestants but 
not mem,bers ,of the Ghurch 
of England. Examp'les 
were Bapti,sts, Quakers, 
Presbyterians and Methodtsts. 

French Rev1olution 
A series of events. starting in 
1789, whkh led to the falt 
of the monarchy and of the 
aristocracy i r, IFra nee. 

3 
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The electoral system in the 
1780s 

I 

IJt,, What were the main features of the electoral system? 
L __ .,. 

In 1780 there were 658 :tv!Ps; today the n1unber is 650. Like todai the country 
was divided up into constituencies: that is, ar,eas in ,¥hich MPs 1,vere ,elected 

and sent to ParHan1ent, to sit in the House of Con1n101is. However, there the 

shnila.rities end. 

The first major difference fro1n today is that mos·t ,co1i.stituencies r,etun1ed 

tv;o me1nbers to Parliament ~they were not sin gle-1nen1.be:r constituencies like 

today). Secondly, these co11stituencies were of t,,vo types: the county seats and 

the borough seats. In England, there vvere 82 county seats and 403 borough 
seats. There ,,ve.re also two seats each for the ancient universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge. 

This syst,em of county and borough seats had grown up over many centuries. 
It origitlated i11 the Middle Ages when the king caUed up two knights fron1 
ev,ery shire (or ,county) and t\,vo burgesses (townspeople) :frotn every borough 
to 1nake up the H·ouse of Conunons in Parlia1n,ent. The counties, or shires (lik,e 

Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, and so on), were largely rural. The 

boroughs were mai11ly ,country towns and ports: they had become boroughs 
when the king gave then1 the right to send an MP to Parliament. This meant 
that to,;\Tns that had been. important in preindustria] titnes had MPs to r,epresent 
them whil.e new industrial to,vns, like Manchester and Leeds, had no Jv.lPs (see 

Figure 1.1, opposjte). 

Who could vote? 
In 1780, the total population of England,,. Scotland and Wales was neady 
10 1nillion. For the whole of the United Kingdom, including Ireland,. it was 

14 1nHlion. Only a sn1an minority of men had the right to vote. Historians 
esthnate that less than half a 1million men were entitled to vote. This was 
about five per cent of the total population. In the counties, all in.en who owned 

freehold property worth 40 shillings (£2) - roughly £400 in today1s money - a 

year could vot,e. These people w,ere knoviln as 'forty-shilling freeholders'. 

In the boroughs, there was not a unifor1n or consisterit fratichise (voting 
qualification); instead., ther-e was a huge variety of franchises. The five 1nain 

types are summarised in th.e box. 
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0 
The counties o,f 
Yorkshiffl and 

_..,...__----.1 Rutland each 
Bradford 

•• Leeds~~ 
• Manchester 

- . 
Sheffield 

Old Sarum 

• 

elected two MPs 
to Parliament 

421 MPs, wel'ie 1elected f,or boroughs in 
Cornwall yet the cities of· Manchest~ 
Leeds, Bradford and Sheffle,fd had no 
MPs of their own be·fore 1 '832 

Figure 1.1 '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 

• Scot and Jot boroughs. AIII adult m1ales who, pa~dl ·scot and lot' {~ocai~) taxes, 
such as rates forr the re~ief of the poor, could vote. 

• PotwaJJoper boroughs. A~ ll men who occupied a1 house Cwho had a f amUy 
and boUed a pot'} could vote. The·se were constituencies, with the biggest 
electorates., a1nd the best known example was Preston, where the radical 
He·nry Hunt was elected MP in 1830. 

" Burgage boroughs. A'~ men who owned burgages (.ancient p~ots of ~and or 
other property) could vote,. 

• Corporation boroughs. Only members of the iocal t ,own council! (or 
c.orporati on) ,co u Id vote. 

• Freeman b-oroughs. All men who had been granted! the t itle of 'freeman' 
could vote. This status could be inher~ted from one'·s parents. 

5 
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... KEYTERMS 

Nominee Someone w ho 
is put forward for election. 
,Qver 200 MPs were 
nom1inated by an aristocratic 
patron who sat in the Lords. 
~n other words, rmem bers of 
the House of lords had huge 
control1 over the composition 
of the Hiouse of Commons. 

Pocket borough A borough 
const,rtuency that was in the 
control, hence the pockett of 
a partrcular patron~ usually a 
large landowner: The majority 
were· contra~ ~ed by Tories. 

Rotten borough A borO'ugh 
with few or no constituents 
yet whi,ch returned at teast 
one MP ta Panl iam,ent. 

Polling station A p1ace 
where you' go to vote. 

Secret ballot Casting a vote 
in secret as is done today. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

As show"n h1 the box, there \\'~ere son1e boroug:hs, like Preston, ,vhere ahnost all 
m.,en 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 v,ery s1naU numbers of men who w,ere entitled to vot,e. 

Pocket boroughs 
In some of these boroughs with only a s1nall electorate, the biggest landowner 
(or local busi11essman) in the area had huge jnfluence and was able to get 

himself or his nominee ,elected. These boroughs were kno,"111 as "'pocket 

boroughs' as th landowners wer, seen to haV1 the1n in their pockets. There 
were various ways in which this could be done. The vot,ers may have vot,ed for 
the landowner because they were his tenants or their jobs depended on being 

employed by him. Such a pro1ninent local figure was often the local 1nagistrate 

and that n1jght be another reason to keep on his right side. S0111etilnes, the 
electo.rs 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 rnuch as £10, equivalent today 
to over £500. 

Rotten boroughs 
In some ,extreme cases, ther,e w,ex,e only tien or tw1enty voters in a borough. This 
might be because what had been. a town in the Middle Ages had now decayed 

and contai11ied very few inhabitants. For exatnple, the borough of D unv,.1ich, on 
the east coast of England, had virtually disappeared aft,er hundreds of years of 
coastal erosion so that onl~ a f:ew houses were le.ft. Old Sarum, i11 Wiltshire, 
largely consisted of a nu1nber of 1nounds, ditches ai1d castle re1nains. It had onJly 
seven vot,ers. These extreme exainples were known as 1rotten boroughs". 

Over 50 constituencies had fewer than 50 voters each. In such constituencies, 
boroughs could be bought and sold. They ca1ne ·to be s,ee1r1 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£180j000,, which would be 

equivalent to about £9 tnilllior~ today. 

How were elections run? 

ElecHons w,ere very different fro1n today. For a start, they lasted for several days. 
This was to .giv,e everyone ti1ne to get to the polling station. In a latge county 
Hke Yorkshire, it 1night take several hours to get to the county town of York to 
cast you:rvote, so several days were allowed. But the most s·triking difference 

is that voting was open: there was no secret ballot. Instead,. electors voted 

by s]1ow of hands. This obviously tneant that they m.i,ght be pr,essurised: if the 

local landO'i.vner or his supporters were therre to see hO''.\.V peopl,e vot,ed, electors 
might feel that they had to vote for h.im or his no1ninee. After an, the el,ector's 
livelihood may depend on him. Historians now believe that about 25 per cent of 
com1ty electors ca1ne under the direct influence of their landlords. 
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If such influence did not work, the candidates could bribe the ,electors. ,vith 
foodi drink an.d entertain1nent at election Hm,e. Electors could be provided with 
t ransport to get to the polling station, especially if they lived some distance 

avvay, and they 1nigl1t be put up for the night. 

Since elections lasted for several days,. some of thein had the attnosphere of a 

carnjval. Elections could be boisterous, so1netiln.,es riotous. There \\i"'ere colourful 
processions, with banners and placards. h1su lts, and sometimes 1nissiles, were 

thrown. And not only the electors w,ere involved. Those who did not have the 
vote could stiU be en1ployed to whip up support for a particular ,candidate or 

to put pressure on. those "'rho were likely to vote for the opposing candidate. If 
voters could not be relied on to vote the desired way, th1ey could be ·'cooped"; that 
is, kidnapped a.nd kept drunk until the election was over. 

SOURCE A 

How useful is Source A to 
a historian? 

11111111111111!111111111111111111111111!111111111111!111111111111111111111!!11!111111111111!1111111111!11!1111111!111!11!111111111111111111111111!111111111111!111111111111!111111111111!111111111111111111111!!11!111111111111111111111111111111111111!11111111111111111111111 

This engraving, made by William Hogart·h in 1754-5. shows the violen1c1e and excitem1ent of an election .. 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 
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CII- KEYTERM 

Deferential Showing 
respect for peop'lel in thrs 
case 'fO'r those of a 'hi·gher' 
crass. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Why were some elections not contested? 
In many con:stituencies ther,e was 110 ,contes t at election thne. The v;rinnier was 
decided beforehand and no ,e]ection took place. There \.Yere severa.l reasons for 

fl1is. First, the p atron, or owner, of a pocket borough often had no opponent 

and both the seats ~lent to l1is nominees. In effect, the seat in Parliament was 
owned by the loca1 l,eader. As w 1e have seen, seats in ParHa·ment could actually be 
bought. Many leadi11g m,embers of the ,gover1unent first entered Parlia1n.ent this 

w ay. When the industrialist Robert Peel bought a. cou ntry estat,e at Tamworth 

in Staffordshire, he effectively bought a seat in. Parlia1nent. His son, also called 

Robert (se page 14)J succeeded hin1 as MP for Ta1n,vorth and went 011 to lead 
the Tories and be,co1ne pdme minister. 

Even if no one family controlled the parlia1nentary seat, a deal might be don.e 
betwee11 two leadin g fantilies so that each took one s,eat in Parliament. In the 

1830 gen,eral election, there was not a single contest in Wal,es; no Welshtnan had 
the chan,ce to vote that yea:r. 

Support for the old system 
The o]d electoral syste1n strikes us now as chaotic, corrupt and unfair. So how 
could anyone defend it? One argu1nent was that the very different types of 
voting qualifications gave a wide variety of peopl,e the vote. For exainple, it was 

not only the rich w ho could vote: in the borough of \'Vesttninst,er, which had a 

large ,electorate, 12,000 were entitled to vote and n1any 1craftsn1e11 and traders 

did so. In the counties, the 'forty-shilling freeholder franchise included 1nany 
fartners and not just the biggest lando\vners. In the county of Yorkshire, for 

instance, there ,ws an electorate of ov1er 20,000. 

Many argued. that, even if not all 11,en had the vote, an the different interests 
were represented. For exan1.p]e, in a port like Liverpool, the n1erchants were 
said to represent the interests of the sailors and the dockworl<ers. while, in the 

cotu1.t ryside, the landowners had the best interests of their t,enants i.11 1nind and 

thus represented all meinbers of the agricultural interest. This was caUed 'virtua]. 

representation'. 

Another feature which is difficult fo:r us in moden1 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 tradition al respect or simply because they had always 

done so. They might feel it was in their own best interests to support th,eir local 
lea.derJs politics. This does not 1nea11 to say that they·\.vould foUow their ]eader 
1111.v, illliillgly. In 1830, Lord P,enrhyn spent £30,000 on bribes to the electors 

of Liverpool but his opponent was el,ected. A year later, in the 1831 election, 

thousai1ds of voters defied their traditional l,eaders and voted for the candidates 

who supported parlia1nentary refortn; th Tories,. who opposed reform, lost 
nearly all t he county seats. 



Chapter I The unreformed political system in the 1780s 

Ev,en the pocket or rotten boroughs. were defended by so1ne on the grounds that 
they had ,e.nabled talented young men to rise to the top while stiU young. For 
exa1nple1 Robert Beel had enteried Parliament in such a constituency. 

A further argu1nent in defence of the el,ectora.l syste1n was that it had lasted for 
hundreds of years, so why change it? It had served Britain weU1 it vtas said. By 
1815, Britain was the .most advanced jndustrial nation, with the largest navy 
in. the world and a huge ov,erseas trading e1npire. Furthennore, Britain had 
avoided th.e violence and killings of revolutionary France. So why challenge 
this stability and ·wealtlt by ,changilng the ,electoral syste1n? Yet the demands for 

parlia1nentary r,efortn did not disappear, as "'1i11 be s1een in Chapters 2 and 4. 

Summary diagram: The electoral system in the 1780s 

House of Commons were 
controHed by aristocrats, 

i. e. members of the 
House of Lords 

What was the 
pa rlia m.entary 

e'lectora,I system Ii ke 
in the 17S0s? 

The rural south of England was 
over-riepr,esented and the more urban 

north and Midlands were 
under-represented 

In the boroughs, them was a 
variety of voting qualifications so 
that some, had large eiectorat.es, 

some very small 

No secret ballot -
influence and bribecy were 

corn man in elections 
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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. Then1 when the Whigs came to1 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 Bil 11831-2 

* The impad of the Representation of the People (Reform) Ad 1832 

1780 House of Co1m,mons motion 
crit1cising i:ncreasing power of the 
Crown 

I l85 Defeat of proposalis for 
parli1amentary reform in Parlrarnent 

1830 Nov.. Whrg governm,ent was appo1inted 

183 I M,arch First Reform Bill introduced and 

:later rejected 

May 

June 

G1eneral election 

Second Refor1m BiH introduced 

Sept. Second Reform Brn passed by 'the 
Co,mmons 

Oct.. House of Lords rejected the 

second Reform BiU 

Riots i1n several dties 

1831 Dec. Whig government introduced a 
third Reform IS.ill 

1832 May 7 Hous·e ,of Lords1 committee 

rejected the third Reform B,itl 

1834 

1859 

Whi1g_ government resi:gned 

,May 14 Welliington failed to form 
government 

June 

Whi'gs returned to power 

K1ng persuaded Lords to pass the 
Reform B1ill 

Tamworth Ma,ntfesto and 
emergence of fConservatlves· 

Libe·ral Party made up of Whigs, 
Peel:ites and radical MPs 

Aboiition of the property 
quafrfkation for 1MPs 
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I 

Support for parliamentary 
r,eform 1780-1830 

W,..- Why was there growing demand for reform? 
I 

• Why did the Whig5 support parliamentary reform? 
I L-----------------------------------------------------------

Reform in the 1780s 

B) 1780, there were .gtoVv"ing calls for parliamentary reform. At this ti1ne, Britain 
was jn the 1nidst of the War of American Independence and ther,e was rising 
criticism of the way tl1e war was being conducted. With the support of an 

increasingly active press, some MPs attacked the governtn1ent for raising higher 

tax,es and incr1easjng gov1errunent expenditure. Furthennor1e."" they claimed that 
·the king Vi.i'as itnposh1g poHcies on his rninisters and using patronage to achieve 
majority support in Parliament which did not reflect the people's wishes. For 
evidence of this, tl1ey could point to the increasitll.g number of contracts (for 

example, to provide 1nilitary supplies for the war) which the goven1n1ent ·had 

grant,eci many of which had gone to MPs or their relatives or friends, thus 
winning more support for the government in .Padiatnent. 

Thus, the governn1ent "\ivas accused of being corrupt as ,veil as inefficient. Its 
opponents den1a111ded ',eco1101nica1' reforn1 to reduce goven1n1ent expenditure 

(for exa1nple by ,cutting the number of government offices). 111 1780, a motion 
was debated and pass,ed in the House of Cotntnons: 'that ·the p@7er of the 
Crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to b·e diminished'. Th,e 1najority 

of Jv1Ps ,vho supported this 1notio11 probably saw it as criticism of the pritn1e 

minister, not of the king personally. In the following years there was a reduction 

111 royal patronage, for in.stance, in the nutnber of goven11nent ministers 
and offices,. but it was only a stnall step from calls for 'econo1nicaJ' r,eform to 

demands for parliainentary refonn. 

In 1785, two years aft1er defeat in America, the priln,e 1ninister,. Willia1n Pitt,. 

proposed reform of Par1ia1nent since 'the people wer1e loud for a more equal 
represen.tatio11'. He proposed to disenfranchise 36 of the worst r-otten boroughs 

and redistribute their 72 seats to London and the more highly populated 

counties. (At that time, rural Con1wall had 44 MPs ,vh.He fast-industrial ising 

Lancashire had only thirteen.) However, ms bill failed to secure majority 
support in Parliament. Many MPs sav,l the djsfran.chisement of boroughs as an 
attack on property rights. It \\ras also ,¥idely known that the king was opposed to 

the bill. 

Although parliamentary reform was widelr discussed, support for it in the 
country was patchy. There ,vas strong support in London, especiaBy at times 
of more general unrest or agitation. Furthermore, some of the i11du strial and 

commercial middle classes supported refortn in order to weaken tll.e grip of the 

... KEYTERMS 

War of American 
Independence This ~asted 
from [776 to 11783 and 
eFlde-d with Br~ain recognis~rig 
the independence of the 
col·onies whirch became the 
United States of America. 

Patronage The practice 
of appointing people to 
govern m.ent poslt.1ons i,n 
order to secure their political 
support. 

Disenfranchise Deny the 
ri·ght to a seat 1n Par1iament. 

BiH A proposal for a new law 
which, if passed, becomes an 
Act of Parliament. 
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t1J11111t KEYTERMS 

Manhood suffrage 
The right to vote for all adu.tt 
men. 

Radical tRadlx' rs Latin word 
for ~roof t hence radkaJ 
reform is fundamental reform, 
- from the roots. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

landed classes on Britain's political life. However, parlia1nentary refonn was 
mostly a stick with which to beat an unpopu].ar government. Once the Atnerica:n. 
war \>Vas ,ended, in 1783,, and taxes and govenunent expenditure had been cut.r 
tl1e demand for parlian1tentary refor1n declined. However, the French Revolution 
in 1789 was to change an that, as explained in Chapter 4. 

During the war against the French, from 1793 to 1815 (see page 61), the calls 
for parlia1nentary refortn had quietened down, partly because of gov,e1nment 
action to stifle such de1nands and partly because of a patrioti,c sense of duty to 
concentrate on ,-vinning the war (see pag,es 58-62). Howev,er~ after the 1end of 

th war, i111815, the refonn agitation \Vas reignited and attracted increasing 
support, especially fro1n the working classes. This took the form of a radical 

campaign. calling for con1plete m a11bood su ffrage . (This catnpaign is examined 

on pages 164- 72.) 

Reform and the middle classes 

Most of the property-owning middle classes did r1ot support this radical 

campaign. They w1ere just as opposed to de1na11.ds for ,complete manhood 

suffrage as the landowning classes. They did not want deinocracy where au 
1nen had the vote. That would be 'tnob rule'. Instead, they wanted the vote for 
men like themselves, 'responsible' citizens, who owned property. There was 

a widespread belief atnong the middle and upper classes that only those who 

owned property had a right to vote. They w,ere the on es who had a stake in 

the country, in th fom1 of propert}t, and so could be ntrusted with the vote. 

For this reason, most of the property-owning classes, whether rural or urban, 
opposed the radical reform ca1npaign in the years from 1815 to 1820. 

How,ever; many of the nuddle classes did favour so1ne measur,e of parliam,entary 

r1efor1n. One of the main reasons for this was that B:ritain was now an 
increasingly industrialised nation in which the new m iddle classes - factory 
owners and bankers., merchants and shopkeepers - werie derrnanding n,ore 

of a say in the government of the country and that Parlia1nent shou]d not b,e 
controlled just by ,vealthy landowners. Above au, these people pointed out the 
fact that the largely rural south of England '\Vas over-represent,ed in the House 
of Commons and the more densely populat,ed industrial areas of the north and 

Midlands \Vere very under-represented. A few examples will illustrate this: 

• AU counties, ,.vhat1ever their size, returned t,.vo MPs to Parliatnent: 

Rutland was the smallest, with a popuJation of just 19,000. 
- Yet the industrialised 1county of Lancashire, with a population of 1,300,000, 

also had only two seats (see Fi,gure 1.1, page 5). 

• The differiences were ,even more 1narked in the boroughs: 
- In Cornwall, ,.vhe.re 1nedieval kings had granted borough status to n1any 

ports and fishingviUages, there were 21 borough seats, s,ending 42 MPs to 
Parlian1ent, although the population of Cornwall vvas 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 0"'711. (That did not mean. that none of those living in Man.chester 
could vote: those who owned property worth 40 shillings could vote i11 the 

county election for Lancashire but H1ey had to trave] all the way fro1n 
Manchester to the county town of Lancaster, a jounF1ey of sevieral hours:, to 

cast their vot1e.) 
- Like Man:chester,, the fast-gro"'7iti.g ,cities of Birminghan, (popu]ation 

144,00q) and Leeds (population 123,000) had no seat of their own in 

Parlian1ent. 

The demand for reform 1820-30 

A]though many in the middl1e classes may have wished for 1noue representation 

in Parlia1nent, the demand for refornll became quieter whe:n the econon1y revived 

in the eady 1820s. In 1820, the Whig leader, Earl Grey, to]d his son-in-la,,v· that 

he did not expect to see a Refo.rtn. Act 'during 1ny life, or even yours'. From 1824 
to 1829 there were no p1etiti011s for refor.tn presented to Parliainent. 

However, the detnand for some kind of reform never subsided completely. The 

reformers COJrttinued to highlight the worst abuses of the unrefon11,ed syste1n 
so that rotten boroughs (see page 6) such as Dunwich and Old Sarum beca1ne 
notorious. In 1821, Parlian1ent even agreed to disenfranchise the corrupt 

Cornish borough of Grampound and allot its two seats to Yorkshire. In the 1nore 

stable politi1cal climat1e of the 1820s, parliatn,entary refortn see1ned a respectable 

and r,eaJistic goal for the middle classes. The proble1n was that, while the Torii(?S 
dominated govern1nent, there \WS little chance of refor1n being pass,ed by 
Parliament and the king,. George ~ was certainly opposed to it. 

Earl Grey 
1764 

11786 

1793. 1797 

1806 

11806-7 

1807 

1830- 4 

1845 

B om ·C'h a.rle s Grey into an adstoc rat ic 
Wnigfam1ily in Northu,mberland 

Elected MP for Northumberland 

Introduced bi Us for parliamentary reform 
which were defeated 

Became leader oftne· Whi,gs in the 
Commons 

Fo re:ign secretary 

!Inherited his father's title of earl and 
imoved to the House of Lords 

Prime mi 1nister of Whig government 

Died 

From his early days in 
Patiiament, Grey had been 
a supporter of moderate 
parHa,mentary reform as the 
best way to get rid of the 
injustices of the o ld system and avoid revo.lutiort Most 
of his career was spent in opposition apart from, a brief 
spel1I as foreign secretary. He was leader of the Whigs 
through the years of Tory domination. H1e flnal:ly came 
to power as prime minister, at the age of 58, when 
WeHington's Tory govem,ment collapsed in II a30. Grey is 

mainly remembered for steer1ngthe Reform Brll·through 
Parlia1ment 1n 1831-2. 
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tlll- KEY TERMS 

Political unions Pop,ular 
organisations created to 
campaign for reform of 
Parliam,ent. 

Act ,of Catholic 
Emancipation An Act of 
Par:l'iament aH,ow,ing Romain 
Catholics, the riight to become 
MPs or to hold other publk 
office. 

l t111- KEY FIGURES 

Arthur· Wellesleyt 
first Duke of Wellington 
(1769-185'2) 

Army ge1nerall who led British 
forces to victory over 
NapoJeon at the IBattJe of 
Waterloo in 1815. Was Tory 
prime m[nister 1828-30. 

Robert Peel 
(1788-1850) 

Tory home secretary 1822-7 
and 1828- 30. He steered 
,catholrc Eman aipati on 
through the House of 
Commons. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

Then/ in the years 1829-30, the \\thole political sc,ene chan,ged dra1natica1ly. This 
transformation was caused by: 

the passing of Catholic Emancipation 
• the accession to the throne of King Willi.am IV 

• the e1nergence of politic al unions. 

The passing of Catholic Emancipation 
In the late 1820s,. there ,-vas a well-organised ,carnpaigt.'l in Ireland for Catholics 

to be given full political rights. It attract,ed hug1e support a1nong the mostly 

Catholic population and, fearing the outbreak of fuU-sca].e rebellion in Ireland, 
the Tory government hurriedly passed the Act of Catholic Emancipation in 

1829. Many Tories regarded this as a betraya] of their party and of the Church 
of England, and an assault on the British constitution. Many Tory MPs never 

forgave the prhne n1inist,er1 the Duke o,f Welli1i.gto111.1 and Sir Robert Peel, the 
Tory leader in the Hous,e of Co1nmon s. 

The accession to th,e throne of King WiHiam IV 

The death of King George IV, in June 1830, neoessitated a general el1ection. 
Against a background of recent poor harvests, rising une1nployrn nt and a 
revival of radical demands for reform, the govern1nent suffered further losses 

in the ele,ctions and still had no finn majority in Parliament. When the new 

PadiaLnent met in November 1830, Wellington 1nade a speech in which he 

said he sa,v non ed to consider any change to the parliamentary syste1n: 'the 
legislature [Parlia tnent] and the systen11 of vepresen tation possesses the fu]J and 

en tire confidence of the cotu1try'. 

\iVellington seerned to be blocking any discussion of refortn yet, at this tit111e, 

an iir1creas.ing number of people, both inside and outside Parliament, '\'1/,ere 
discussing the need for some kind of refonn. The Whigs were pushing for 
parliamentary reform and they "\tvere now stronger and 1nore confident. The 

Tories wer1e divided and de1noralised while th ,e Whigs had a monarch, jn 
V\7illia1n ~ 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 aUernative to 
the Tory gove111ment. When embitter,ed Tories joined the Whigs to defeat the 
goverrunent it1 Parliament, WeUingto11 resigned and the new king invited Earl 
Grey (see profile on page 13), the Vvhlg leader, to form a. governn1ent. 

Th@ emergence o'f the political unions 

In 1829-30, the demand for refonn was beginning to gather more support This 
occurred at a time of growing economic discont,ent and fear of ,,videspread public 

disorder. The political temperature was further raised by the news of another 
revolution in France i11 July 1830. It was not as violent or as large scate as in 
1789, but it led to the downfall of the Bourbon monarchy and the establish1nent 

of a new king. This stirred up old fears of dotnestic radicalism. (see Chapter 4) 
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and revolution. M1ean\vhile, in several cities across Britain, political unions, or 
socjeties, reap pea red. This r,esu rgence hi. refonn agitation. ,vas partly a response 
to deteriorating economic conditions but "\<Vas also a result of the recent general 

election and the events in France. 

The n1ost notable political society was the Birmingham Political Union 
(BPU), ]ed by Thomas Att\\1ood. lts first meeting attracted a crowd of 15,000. It 
aimed to achieve refonrn of Parliament through the pressure 1exerted by a 'general 
political union of the low1er and the middle classes of th.e peop]e1

• Attwood had 

noticed, in the re,cent ,canipaign in Ireland, the i1n.pact which public pressure, 

,,vith mass support, could have on the government. Perhaps refor1n of Parliament 
might be achieved in the satne "\iVay? 

Not all societies attracted the same mixture of middle- and working-class 

support as the BPU. The Metropolita11 Political Un.ion, founded in London by 
Henry Hunt (s1ee profile on pag 167), was dorninat1ed by artisans and craftsmen, 
many of whotn had been act.we in radical politics in the years after 1815 (see 

pages 64- 72). S01ne societies were decidedly 1nidd1e class in composition, made 

up of merchants, la'W)'ers and busil.1essmen who "\ivere keen to n1ake goven1111,ent 
more responsiv,e to the ne,eds of trade a11d iridustry. Political societies ,,v--ere 
for1ned in Manches.ter, Leeds, Sheffield and many other toM1s and cities. Their 

me1nbership and aims varied but they an added to the pressure 'out of doors' 
for refor1n of tl1e political system. Meanwhile, in. Parliatnent, :tvlPs increasi11gly 
recognis1ed that continued resistance to de1nands for refor1n would only provoke 

violence. The Whigs were not as out of touch as the Duke of WeUingtorl had 
been and, in March 1831., they introduced a biU for the r1efortn of Parliatnent in 
the House of Co1nn1ons. 

The 'Whigs and reform 

The Whlg goverrunent, whiieh was appointed in November 1830., deieided to 
mak1e parliamentary reform a priority. Clearly,. the goven1111ent would hav1e to 
deal with th1e worst abuses of the present systein. That would tnean getting rid 

of the rotter\ boroughs and providing seats in Parlian1.eut for the big new towns 
that wer,e not already parliatnentary boroughs. But Earl Grey and his tninisters 
were not revolutionaries. They wished to preserve rule by the ]anded classes, 

men like thetnselv,es:, with the support of the 1niddle classes, and to 'purify' the 

pre sent systern. h1 order to \lllork out the details of the reform, G·rey for1ned a 
four-n1an con11mittee and instructed the1n that he wanted refom1: 

• 'La,xe e1iough to satisfy public opinion'; that is, enough to pacify the demands 
corning frotn meetings,. petitions, de1nonstrations and the press. 

• 
1To afford su1ie ground for resistance to farther innovation;; that is, refonn which 
would settle the agitation once a:nd .for aU. 
'Based on property'; that is, voting qualifications based on p:ropert}~ certainly 
not universal suffrage. Grey did ·not want democracy. 

.... KEVTERMS 

Bi rmi n.gham Political 
Union (BPU) For,med in 
I 830 by Thomas Attwood, 
a bankerf:rom B·irmingham~ 
i:n order to campaign for 
pa.irl ia me,rrtary reform. 
It attracted middle- and 
workiing-das s support 
a,fthough Attwood d~d not 
be! reve in universal suffrage. 

•out of doors' Polrtic-a1 
activity beyond Partiament 
for exemp'le, agrtati,on ~out of 
doors~ 1meant agitation in the 
country as a whofe. 

Universal suffrage 
The vote for aH peopl'e. 
In practice, a:t this timer rt 
meant for allr 'men (manhood 
suffrage). 
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• [Based] ~on exist:ingfranchises and territorial divisions'. Grey vv-as probably 
thin.king of the 40-shilling (£2) qualification in the counties and wanted to 
preserve constituency boundaries. 
[That would] 'Run no risk of overthrrcnving the Iexis ting] Jorrn of government'. 
Grey believed in aristocratic government and \1i.;ranted to win over the 1niddle 

classes and bring the1n into partnership with the landowners .. He wanh?d to 
'reform in order to preserve'. 

Summary diagram: Support for parliamentary reform 1780-1830 

Mounting criticism in ParHiament 1of the government in 17,80s yet 
proposals for parliamentary reform were de·feated 

,, 
Growi1ng de.mand for parliamentary reform after 1815 

lb give more· seats in Parliament 10 new, industrial towns and cities 

H 

Middle classes wanted ,mare say i'n gove·rnment 
V:o1es for property owners 

~ ,_ 

Reform movement gathered pace i,n 1629-30 
• Catholic Emancipation and d isintegration of the Tory Party 

• Accession of new king 

• Growth of poJmcal unions, 

.., 
Whig g,overnment embarked on parliamentary refom, 
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I 

The campaign for, and resistance 
to, th,e Reform Bill 1831-2 

W,..- What were the main arguments for and against reform? 
I 

~ Why did it take so Jong to pass the Reform Bill? 
L-----------------------------------------------------------

The first Reform Bil I, March 1831 

The r,efon1:1 col'nmittee rr\ade proposals to the full Cabinet and a bHl was 
pre,se.nted to the House of Commons in March 1831. It produced an .,.absolutely 
electrifying shock'. Most MPs had ,expected a fairly moderate tneasure, getting 
.rid of some rotten boroughs and transferring their seats to a few of the bjgger 

to\ivns. Instead, the bill deprived 60 boroughs of both of their MPs and another 
47 of one o.f their MPs. Many of their seats were a.warded to rH?W, i11dustrial 
towns. The bill also established a uniform voting qualification ili1 th e boroughs: 

all those ,.vho owned or rented a house -worth £10 a year in rent vvould be 
enfranchised. 

The Tories w1ere horrified at the reform proposals. Sir Robert Peel, the Tory 
leader in the Co1nmons, opposed the biil because he beli.ev1ed it would not be 

'final' and that further demands for reform ,vould later be made. :rv.tPs would see 

that they could gain popularity by pronlising further change and so, in P,eel's 

words, they 'will offer vot,es and power to a rniJlion tnen and will quote your­
precedent [examp]e]'. 

'SOURCE A 
111111111111111 I 11111111111 i II I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II II I I I 111111111111111 

from a speech by the Jory MP Sir Robert ln,glis ,o,n l March 1831, quoted in 
D. Murphy, G .. Goodlad and R .. Staton, Britain 1783- 1918, Collins, 2003 .. 

The House of C,0n1mons is now tl1e most complete representation of the interests 
of the people, which was ,ever asserr1bl"ed in any age or country. It comprel1ends 
[includ,es] within itself; those who can urge the wants and defend the claims of 
the landed, the comtnercial, the professional· classes of the country, the 
privileges of the nobility, the interests of the low·er classes, the rights and 
liberties of the whole people. 

I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II I I I I I 111111111111111 

In response to Peel and other Tories, a youtig \'Vhig, Tho1nas Macau lay, stre·ssied 
that 1nost of the working classes would not quaHfy under the £10 householder 
qualification in the bor-oughs. Rather, he said, the bill would enft-a.nchise the 
middle classes. They would be won over 'to fl1e side of security and stability' and 

thus provide the best possible guarantee against a r,evorution. 

Study Source A. On what 
grounds does II ngl1i s ju stW'y 
his dai,m that the House 
of Commons is lhe .most 
complete- representation 
of t he interests of the 

I '? peope . 
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Study Source B. Who1 

• accordi1ng to Macaulay. 
shou~d have the 
qu1aliftcation to vote?' 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

SOURCE I 
IHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHllll!HIIIIIIIIIIIIHllllllllllllll!llllllllllll!IIIIHllllllll!IHIIIIIIHIIIIHIIHHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHllll!llllll!IIIIIUlllll!HHIHIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIHIIHHllllll!IIIHIIIIIIII 

From a spee(h by Thomas Macaulay,, a Whi.s MP, in the House of Commons,. 
2 Mar,ch l .831., quoted in Vyvyen Brandon, The Age of Reform 1820-18SOJ 
Hodder Education, 1994. Born in 1800, Macaulay was a student, and lat,er a 
Fellow, at Cambridge University. He becam,e an MP in 1830 and lat,e·r served as a 
government min,iste·r .. 

If the labourers of England wer:e in that state in which If front tny soul, wish to 
see them, - if employmenJ 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 Suff,~age would, I 
think, be renwved ... But, unhappily, the lower orders in England-, as in all old 
countries, are occasionally in a state of great distress ... [which} makes even. 
wise n1en irritable, unreasonable and credulous - e~ger for im1nediate relief, 
heedless of remote consequences. ... It blunts theit judge1nent1 z't inflames their 
passions, it makes thern. prone to believe those who flatter tl1eni, and to distrust 
those who serve tl1em, 

I oppose Universal Suffrage because I think it would produce a destructive 
revolution. I support this rneasureF because I arri sure it is our best security 
against a revolution ... 

I support this nzea6ure as a measure of Refor1n; but I support it still more as a 
1neasure of conservation . . . We say, and we say justlyf that it is 11ot by mere 
nu1nbers, but by property and intelligence, that the nation ought to tJe gov·erned. 
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 tranquillityf and who know best how· to p1:eseroe it. We do more. 
We drive over to the side of revolution those whoni we shut out fronz power: 

I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill II I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I II I I Ill I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I I I Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I 111111111111111 

In fact, 111ost MPs, wheth,erWhig or Toty, wanted to n1.aintain stabiHty and 
avoid a revolution. The differenc,e \-Vas that Tories like Peel thoQght that giving 
in to deinands for reform would endanger the whole political syst,em and 
bring revolution 11.ea rer, whereas the Whigs thought tl1at reform would stave 
off revolution by winning over the 1niddle ,classes and stifling the demand for 
cotnplete 1nanhood suffrage. 

The defeat of the bill, April 1831 

When the vote was taken on the second reading of the bill in the House of 
Com_mons, the goven11nent v..ron by a single vote. However, when th bill was 
examined in detail in co1nmittee (see the box opposite), itv,.ras picked apart and it 
b,ecame clear that major amendtnents ,.vould be 1nade and it would be defeated. 

The Whigs were furious. They asked H1e king to clissolve Padiarnent and call a 

new election. If they secured a large n1ajority in Pa:diam,ent, theyvvould infHct 
a defeat on the Tories. Furthennore, once reform had enfranchised the tnidd]e 
classes, the Whigs vvere ,confident of being able to stay in pow,er for many years. 
Th.e king, however, was reluctant to agree. 
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After all, there had been. a general election just six 1nonths before. And, with 
recent poor harvests, .dots in parts of the countryside and huge political 
demonstrations in the cities, the at1nospher1e was already overheated. 

The stages by which a bill becomes an Act of Parliament 
• First reading : a1n ainnouncementto the Hou'S,e 

of Commons thr1t a p rnposa I for reform w i 111 be 
introduced. The first Reform Bi ll wa1s introduced 
in March 1831. 

• Second read;n9 : the main outilines. of the bHI are 
debated and voted on. If defeated in a vote,. the 
proposal is withdra1wn. The first Reform sm was 
passed by one vote on its. second reading. 

• Committee stage: ,a committee· of MPs studies 
the bil I jn dletaiill and can make aimendlments. The 
first Reform1 BHI was defeated at this stage. 

• Report 5tage: the biU is reported ba1,c:k to the full 
House of Com1mon s, where it ea n be debated 
aind a1m1endredl. 

SOURCE C 

•· Third reading: the amended bm js 'read' a1nd 
p;;Jssed. 

•· Jn the House of Lords, the bill goes through the 
same procedure as. ~n the Commons. The Lor1ds 
,can reject a billl passed by the Commons {this 
was true up t10i 1911) and they did this to the 
s.ec,ond Reform em in October 1831. 

• Royal assent: when the biU has paissed through 
both Houses of Pa1r~1iam1ent., the m1onarch signs 
it and it becomes ,aw, an Act of Parliament. 
The monarch has not r,efused to ,sign a brnl si n~e, 
1703 . 
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Study Source C. How 
accurately does the 
cartoon portray the 
political d imate ·in the 
early I 830s? 

'Ch.opped: ''The Reformers" Attack on t.he Old Rotten Tree~"', a cartoon from The Times in 1832. Reformers chop 
down a t ree of r1otten boroughs whHe opposition Tories try to p1r,op it: up1 

.. Ordinary British people w.atch from a 
di st a nc,e as t.he sun rises .. 
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Gr,ey, however, was determh1ed. He persuaded the kh1g that reform of 
Pa:rliatnent would pacify public opinion a11d 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 jn Parliament in order to get 

refonn passed. 

~The bill, the whole bill and nothing but the bilU' 

Right across the country~ there was huge backing for 'The bill, the ,vholie bill and 

nothing but the billV Although it ,vould not give the vote to rnost of the working 
c]asses, the bill stiH attract,ed Vtlidespread support. After aU, this was the first 
major refortn of Padiatnent for 200 years and, even if manhood s.uffrage was not 
granted imtnediat,ely, ma11y radicals thought it was 1nore lik1ely to be passed later 

b,y a reform.ed Parliarn,ent. 

Most of the middle-class :reformers did not \Vant manhood suffrage. But the) 
knew that th,ey needed the support of huge numbers behind their demand for 
refonn in order to convince the govemtnent not to back down. This national 

agitation enabled the gov,ern1nent to keep up the pressure on the king and those 

in Parliament ,.vho we-re opposed to refonn. 

The election catnpaign. v,.,"as characterised by vast open-air meetings, with 

banners waving and band music blaring. Major ne\i\TSpapers, such as The Times, 
supported refor1n and gave huge cov,erage to 1neetings a11d petitions for 

refonn. The leaders of the refor1n. movement emphasised that reforn1 would be 
good for 'The Nation' and for 'The People'. h1 this waJt, they papered over any 
divisions between what the moderaties and the more radical reformers w anted. 

This appearance of class unity was quite new and created the impression of a 

re11entl,ess, unanimous moven1ent for refor1n. 

The second Reform Bill, June to October 183.1 

The election swept the Whigs back to power with a 1najority of over 130 seats 
in Parlia1nent. In 76 of the 82 county seats, where voting \\rag gen,erally freer 

than in. the boroughs, pro-rieforn1 candidates ,-ve~ s-uccessful. Many aristocratic 
patrons found that,. despite their tnoney and their h1fluence., ·thelr candidates 
were defeated. 

The Whigs 1ntroduced a second Reform BiJl. It "\ivas sljghtly tnore 111oderate than 

the first: the main change ¥las that the Whigs agr,eed to a Tory an1endment that 
exte11ded the vote in the counties to tenants \i\i"l'ho 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 expectied that these tenant farm,ers would vote the same 

way as their- I.ar1dlords. This might placate some of the landovrning Tories, while 

many of the Whigs, themselves mostly landowners, were happy to support 
this conservaHv,e mov1e. After all, the Whigs intended that this reform should 

preserve a Britain do:tninated by the landowning classes. 
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Th1e second Reform Bill was eventually passed by the House of C01nn1ons iI1 
September 1831. No,,v it \Vou1d have to be passed by the House of Lords. This 
is where it could be heavily rejected as the Tories ,.vere in a. large 1najority in 

the upper house. In earl~.r October., befor,e the bill was presented to the Lords, 
Thomas Attvvood; the leader of the BPU, had a Jtneeting vrith Grey. Attwood was 

planning a big demonstratior1J and Grey hinted that now \Vas the titne for the 
BPU to 1nake itself felt. 

Attwood orga11ised a huge march in Birmingham. It was to be orderlJ~ to 

hnpress the authorities, and a reporter fro1n The Times was invited to ensure 

pubHcity. About 100,000 joined in, ranging from bankers to 1nh11ers. Spee,ches 
w,ere made and a. petition to Parliam.ent was approved. The next dai Att,"!ood 

presented the petition; along with 79 others frou1 around the c.ountr}j to 

Parliament. The Tirnes reported the march of the previous day and warned the 

aristocracy not to resist the people. Would the Lords take note 0£ the ,varning? 

When the bill was it1troduced. to the House of Lo.rds, Prhn1e Minist-er Ead Grey 

told his fellow peers of what tnight happen j.f they rej,ected the bill: 

SOURCED 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111u1111111111u11111111111u11111111111u11111111111u111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

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

Will your Loridships reject a measure sanctioned [agreed] by an ove1whelming 
majority of representatives of the people in the other House - the people 
thernselv,es, at the same tirne, roused and agitated froni onie end of the country 
to the other ... I irnplore your Lordships to consider W'hat will be the 
consequences of the rejection of this measure; and whethe1; if rejected now, it 
can finally be put aside. May you, rny LordsF be 'loise in time and avoid those 
dangers which will inevitably arise from your rejection of-this measure1 and 
$ecure, by its adoption, peace and conciliation in the country. 

11111111111111111111, 11111111111,•111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111•11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111, 1111 

Rejection and r·iots 

The Lords ·[ejected the bill and riots broke out in Nottingha1n, Derby and 
Bristo] 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 palaoe 
was burned down. So was the house of the Bristol MP who was an outspoken 

opponent of refon11. Many gov,emment buildings were destroyed and the city 

centr,e was ruined. 

\'Vhigs and Tories, aristocracy and middle classes w,ere an shocked by this 
violence. It could discredit the refor1n tnovement. Above alt ittnight scare the 

gov1en11nent into backing down and dropping tl1eir reform proposals. It would 
certainly stvengthen the Tories' accusation that reforn1. would lead to revolution 
and civil war. For the reforine:rs, both inside and outside Parliament, it was 
essenHal to show that the reform move1nent was organised and disciplined, 

Study Source D. How ? 
and why did Grey Wdrn 
the Lords of the dangers 
of rejecting reform? 
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responsible and la'\v-abiding. If that \\18.S the case, then. the government would 
have no pretext for suppr,essjng 1neetings and demonstration.s, and the Tory 
opposition would have no reason for blaming the refor1ners for the disorder. 

The response of the political unions 

The middle-,class l,eaders of the political unions1 men like Thomas Atnvood of 
the BPU, understood this well. They needed the support of the mass,es in order 

to k,eep up sustair1edl pressure on the Whig govern1n,ent. But they also had to 
avoid giving the govem1nent any reason for repression. A well co-ordinated, 

national 1:1eform 111oven1entwould be far harder to defeat than a "Violent 1nob. 

Att"\ivood and other leaders of the campaign outside Parliament now found 
themselves caught betvveen the Tory opponents of refonn and the 1nasses. The 
Jatter threatened to discredit the n1oderate r,eformers and they 1night scare the 

Whig govern1nent into losing its nerve. The refonners vvanted peaceful, ntass 
protest, both as a warning to the Tories and to strengthen. the goven11nenf's 
resolve. 

Meanwhile, ho\vever, n1ore nlilitant 111embers of the political unions \¥ere 

deinanding more active, forceful agitation. Some of the more radical leaders were 
pointing out that the Whig Refortn Bill was deliberately designed to exclude the 
working c]asses. Heruy Hunt,, one of the few radical MPs in Parliament., said that 

'the bill will exclude nine-te11ths of the 1nale adult population fro1n any share i11 
the representation whatever'. The Whigs, and their a!Ues outside, had to take the 

initiative if their tnoderate Refom1 BjJJ was to be pass,ed. 

The third Reform Bill, December 1831 to May 1832 

In December 1831, the Whigs introduced a third Reform Bill a11d it passed th!e 

Con1m011s with a two to one 1rnajority. Now the question was: would the Lords 
reject yet another Refotm Bill? If so, what action wou]d the government take? 

And, what was the attitude of the king? 

The king\P' u11der pressure fro1n Earl Grey, said that he \vould ,consider creating 

enough '\tvhig peer to enable the bill to pass t'he Lords. The Cabinet estimated 
that this might mean creating 50 or 6,0 peers. But :for how long·,,vmtld the king 
agree to this? After all, many MPs felt that such a request from the government 

\Vould be puttu1g too mrttch pressure on the king. Grey hi1nself thought that to 

create as many as 50 or 60 peers was 'a measure of extreme forc,e'. The Whig 
leade,rs ca]]ed for patience. But many tefonrners, both in Parliament and in the 
country as a whole, feared that the 'Whig leaders were w,eakening. 

In April 1832, Grey introduced the bill in th1e House of Lords. He spoke of 

the ~clamour outside~ referring to the agitation across Britain, of 'a great and 

iritellige11t people' who deserved to have some say in the govern1nent of the 
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country. The debate lasted for five days. Some of th.e speeches lasted for two or 
three hours. Fjnall}'~ at dawn on 15 April, after a debate that went on through 
the night by candlelight, the Lords passed the nev1 bill. But it still had to be 

examined by a House of Lords' committ,ee and this is where it could be unpicked 
and sent back, as an amended bilL to the Com1nons. The political temperature 

was rising. 

Whig resignation, May 1832 

The pressure was. also building up outside Parlia1nent. At a hu.ge meeting of the 

BPU on 7 May, AttvJood niade his 1nost famous statet11ei1t: 'I would rather di,e 
than see the g~at bill of Refor1n rejected or mutilated in any of its grea.t parts 

or provisions". Grey and the Whig leaders now told the king that if the bill was 
not passed tmamended, they would riesign. Thls 1na.y l1ave beei.1.intended as a 

threat; reports froin the Court suggested that the ki:ng'·s advisers were opposed 

to the creation of more peers. The Whig l aders 1nay have been bluffing. If so, 
their bluff was called.: when the Lords' com1nittee rejected the bill 011 7 May,, 

the Whigs wer,e forced. to resign. The .king no\"l looked. to the Tories to fonn a 

goven11nent. It \Vas ,videly 1expe,cted that the Duke of Wellington ,vould lead a 
new government. 

The 'Daysoffv'\ay'1832 
Although the Whig leaders may have been surprised at how quickly the king 
acc1epted their r,esigna'tions, so1ne of them seemed quite reliev1ed. Months of 

tension, pressure and argument had taken. their ·toll. Perhaps the whole reform 

question could be settled by a Tory goven11nent with the support of moderate 

Whigs in Parliament. No"\<\r the Whigs could only wait and see: Would t11e Duke 
be able to form a govern1nent? 'What vvould be t11e reaction of the political 

unions? 

The Duke of \Vellington, who had accused the Whigs of i11.cit1ng revolution 

with their Refon11 Bill in April,, now recognised that any new ,government 
would have to pass some kind of parlian1ei1tary reform i11 order to settle the 
whole question and c.ahn th widesp ad agitation. Several Tories refused to 
serve in a governtnent that was goirhg to pass r,efonn, many of them stiU angry 
with Wellington and Peel for pushing through Catholic Etnancipation. The key 
question was: what ,vould Peel's r 1eaction be? It would be difficult to form any 

Tory gov1ernn1ent without the active support and leadership of Sir Robert Peel in 
the Co1nmons. Peel was not complet,e]y opposed to refonn. In fact, he reaUsed 
that the whole question ne1eded to be settled. But, he was not going to be the one 

to do it. He had opposed the first Reform Bill a11d he refused to go back ort his 
word. Pee] had bee11 accused of br,eaking his word over Catholic Ernancipa tion 

and he wa.s not going to damage his career even further by doing so again. 
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l ... KEY FIGURE 

Francis 1Place 
(1771- 1854) 

A tai,lor by trade, active in 
radii cal p o'lrtics s,rn ce the 
1790s. Prev,iously a supporter 
of 1manhoo d surfrrag-e ~ Place 
now accepted the need to 
work with men of ~money 
and influence 1 ,in order to get 
the Reform, Bi ll passed. 

... KEYTERMS 

Rough-sharpening 
Shafpenri ng swords ,in such 
a way that they would [ nflict 
1a ~ed wound!, one· more 
Iii ke;ly to fester and ea use s~ow 
death. 

'Days of May' The tense 
·days 1n early May 11832 when 
the ktng refused to create 
new peersF Wemngton tried 
to form, a government, some 
huge demonstrations were 
h£ild and there was even talk 
of arm,ed conHict. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

~To Stop the Duke, Go for Gold' 

While Wellington tried to for1n a gov1enm1vent1 the poliHcal unions were 
detennined to do all they could to block any Tory administtation. There ,.vas talk 

of tnass refusal to pay taxes and even of armed resistance. On 12 May, a meeting 

of delegates froin various political unions 1net in London. ·ouring the 111,eeting1 

Fran.cis Place ·printred on a piece of paper: 

TOSTOP1HE 

DUKE 
GO FOR 
GOLD 

Place vvas proposing that those holding paper mon.ey should de1nand its gold 

equirvalent from the banks, thus depleting stocks and causjng a financial 

collapse. This would cause, massiv1e disruption to the econo1ny so that busi11esses 
,;vould 11ot be able to borrow 1noney to keep up their production. This was the 
kind of widespread, but peaceful, resistance that a government \tvould find 

difficult to handle. Within. four hours of the me,e ting, placards with Placels new]y 

coined slogan were appearing all over London and bein,g distributed to other 

towns. 

The threat of civil war 
Wellington hated the political unions: he could not s,ee the difference betvv1een 

the n1ore militant unions and the consdtutional1 non-violent ones. As far as he 
was concer:ned,, they ,.vere all as bad as each other; they were ,creating disorder 
and ,vere planning an armed updsing. Therefore., they should be put do\V11 with 
force. In October 1831, he had said: 'TI1e people of England are very quiet if they 

ave left alone; and if they won:·t [be quiett there is a ,vay to inake them.' 

Would the Duke ,carry out this threat? A soldier, Alexander Som,erville,. wr-ote in 
hls diary: Flt was rumoured that the Birmit1gha1n Political Union was to march 

for London that night and that we wrere to stop it on the road.' On Sunday 13 
May, his regiment was ordered to start 'r ough-sharpening1 their swords. This 
was the first tbne the soldiers had been order,ed to do this since the Battle of 
lN:aterloo in 1'815. 

The air was full of rutnour, gossip and bluff. Would Wellington be able to rely 

on the loy-alty of the troops or would they r,efuse to use their swords against 
civilians? Place's call for a ':run on the banks' was effective. The banks1 stocks of 
gold,, which had been fallu1g for so1n.e thne, were now falling even 1nor1e quickly 
and the leading banker, Lord RothschilcL warned that only the recall of Earll 

Grey would stop the slide. Such ,vas the overheated, tense atmosphere of the so­

called 'Days of May' in 1832. 
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The king recalls the Whigs, May 1832 

On 14 May Wellington. had to face the fact that he could not form a gov,ernment; 
too many leading Tories were refusing to serve in hjs Cabinet. Ulthnately, it 
was Wellington's jnability to fonn a. gov,enunent that led to the end of the crisis. 

When he admitted that he could not form a government, the king had no ,choice 
but to ask the Whigs to return. This tin11e, they insisted on a fir1n pro1nise. They 
would only return once the king had promised to appoint the necessary nmnber 
of Whig peers to get the Refor1n Bill passed by tl1e Lords. He agreed but, in the 
event, he did not n,eed to carry out this promise. The king'·s secretary let it be 

known that he wanted the Lords to drop their opposition. Most of them did so 
and abstained fr-om voting. The bill was finally passed in early June. 

Summary diagram: The campaisn for, and resistance to, the Reform BiU 
183.1-2 

Introduction of Reform Bill i March 1831 

Whig view of reform Tory view of refonm 

• Would preserve existing system • Woutd be 'destructive' 
• Would p1revent rievo! ution • Wou fd incite revolution 
• Would be 'f~nall' • Wou !d l1ead to more radical change 

+ 
Defeat of bH I and general election, Apri I to May 1831 

~ 
Massive support for refonn in the country and Whigs won election 

+ 
Second biH passed Commons and was, sent to House of Lords 

+ 
Lords' rejection of second bm led ·to widesp~ead rioting 

i 
'Days of May'' 1 S32 

• Government introduced 1hird bill and lords reject,ed it 
• King re-fused to appolnt Whig peers and Whig government resigned 

• King asked Wellington to ·form a government 
• Demonstrations and threat of civil war 
• Wellington failed to form a Tory governmrent 
• Whigs were recalled and the biH was passed 
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The impact of the 
Representation of the People 
(Reform) Act 1832 

~ How much was chan9ed by the Reform Act? 

• How significant was the passing of the Reform Act? 
L-------

The main t,enns of the Act a~e summaris,ed in the box below. 

Tl1e effects of the 1832 Reform Act 
The redistribution of seats 
• 56 rotten and pock,et boroughs lost both of their MPs. 
• 30 boro,ughs llost one MP. 

• 22 new boroughs with two MPs were created .and 14 of th,ese were in 
London and the northern industr~ail towns: Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, 
'Sheffle~dlj Bolton, Blackburn andl so 011 . 

• 19 new boroughs with one MP were created. 
• 64 new county seats were created sr0 that the more popu~ous counties, 

gained m,ore seats. 

• 18 EngUsh seats were transferred to Sc,oUand, Wa lies and lreia,nd. 

Vioting qual11ications 
In th.e borough! 

• Adullt mralles owning or occupying property worth £10 a year in rent. 

In the counties 
·• Adu~t m1a~es owning property worth £2 a year. 
• Adlu~t m1alles renting ~and worth £ 50 a year. 

Change and continuity in the Reform Act 
The main elem.ents of change and continuity are surmnarised in the box on the 
next nvo pages. 
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Table 2.1 Change and continuity in the IS32 Reform Ad: 
, .. --. - - -

J:ir'!J ••• ~ .. ~r.fi r..r.~l";~ .. -l. t;-=-1-
- -,,; ·c,,,,, .,, "'.":""':" .- ~i ·.,.- .. ,.--. :. 

Red istri'bution of seats 

A totalt of 145 borough s,eats W'ere aboHshed. Thijs was a About 70 pocket boroug1lhs remained, most~y in tha 
massive change, especially as there had been virtuat'Y control of prominent landowners. 
no changes for hundreds of years . 

Many of these seats were awarded to the large towns 
and cit~es of the north and other indlustriall areas. As a 
result1 there was a hug1e increase in the number of 
urban voters. 

The number of county seats was increased and, 
generaUy! these were m1ore 'open' seats! ~ess Uk,ely to 
be contro Ued by Individual p a~ron s or prominent 
landowners. 

E'I e c·to rate/voting qu alitication!S 

There was now a uniform system1 of franchises or, 
rather, two systems: one for borough. and one for 
county! consUtuenci,es. Th1is replaced tile con~using 
variety of frandhises under the old system. 

It 1is difficult to ass,ess the increase ~n s~ze of the 
etectorate because we do not have accurate figures for 
the number of voters before 1832, but historians 
estimate that the ellectorate incr,eased from1 about 
490,000 to BOOJOOO which is a rise of about 60 p,er cent. 
NearlY one in five· adult males now had tlhe vo,te iin 
Eng1land. 

31 boroughs hadl few,er than 300 voters j whi le c lt~es I ike 
Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham each had several 
thousand j so there were stil I huge differences in the 
size of electo,rQtes. 

The rurall south was stilll over-rep.r.esented rela.tiv,e to the 
industrial north, as w,ere smiall country towns retaUve to 
bigger industrial towns, some of wh~ch stm d~d not gain 
parH amentary seats. 

O'wnership of property was. stiU the basis of ·frle 
franchise. This 1meant that the vast majority of the 
working1 ctasses were excluded from the ,electoral 
syste1m. 

Less ~h an 20 per cent of adult males cou Id vote in 
Eng1land. 

Most of ~he working c~ass were excluded from the vote. However. there were reg,ional variations dep,ending on 
house prjces: ~he £10 househo~der qualification ~n the boroughs meant that some of the working c~ass had the 
vote in London, but vety few dlid in Leeds, wh,ere house prices and rents were lower. 

The b~ggest singlle ,occupational group to be 
enfranch~sed was shopk,eep,ers. Most of the middfe 
classes! and sorne sknled craftsmen, now had the vote. 

Power of the aristocracy 

The number of parliamentary seats oontroUed by 
members of the House of Lords was reduced as then~ 
were now far lewer pocket boroughs. 

llhe power and prestige of the House of Lords no 11,onger 
seemed so formidablle as they had been forced to back 
down over the passing of the Act This had shown thait 
a governm,ent with a m1ajority in the Commons and the 
backing of the e lfectorate cou Id force a monarch to 
persuade the Lords to acc,ept ~aws to which they were 
opposed. The dominance of the Commons was 
confiirm ed and enhanced. 

Most of die· new electors were s1ma1l I p r,operty owners, 
more interested in pr,eser~ing thek own property and 
privileges dlan in demanding further r.eforms, and so 
tended to be Lconservative~. 

Landlords. many nf them ari:stocratic~ continued to ,ex,ert 
influence, bo~h in the remaiining pocket !boroughs and in 
county erections. The £50 tenant fairmers enfranchised 
in the counties could be expected to vote the same way 
as their llandl,ordsl espec~ally a:S voOng1 was stUI iopen' 
and not secr,et. 

M,ost Cab~net rmini.sters andl an pr~m,e rministers ~n the 
next 30 years! except Si1r Robert Pee~! were memb€ rs of 
the aristocracy. 
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Power of the m1iidd le classes 

The new· middfre· classes, ,especially the· manufacturing1 
interest, were now more solidly r.epr,esented in 
Parliament. Many thousands of urban dwellers 1i n c irttes 
such as Manchester, Birmlngham, Leeds and Bradford 
now had the vote for the first time. 

The middle classes had been recognised and admitted 
into the political syste·m. Folllowing the Beform Act, the 
Whigs introduced newJ sim1i~ar, voUng quafmcaUons for 
1locat government in 1835 and many businessmen 
became actively involved in l,ocal politics and 
admini.stra.t~an. Here they were abte to deall w~th the 
issues that affected everyday Hie, such as public hea~th 
and ,education (which w,er,e not dealt with iby central 
government in those days). 

'E[ectio,ns 

There was a signi'ficant increase in the number o1 
contested ef.ectilons aft,er 1,832. In the previous 30 years. 
on average about 30 per cent of parUam,entary seats 
were contested at election tim.e. lln the next 30 years, 
the avera,ge was to be ov,er 50 per cent In other words. 
there was a big ijncre.ase in the number of people who 
had a real choice at e!ectton time. 

Registration of v,oters 

Tlhe need t,o have the namies of an voters on an e~ectoral 
register g1ave a boost to the deve~opment of more 
efficient party organisation. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Very few industrialists entered Parliament as MPs. Ther,e 
were sever.al reasons: 

• they were too busy running1 the1ir own businesses! 
whereas big lrandowners left the1ir estates in the 
hands of agents 

• there was no payment for MPs 

• you had to own lland worth £'800 to be able to stand 
as a par Ii amentary candid ate. 

Professional men, such as iawyers andl doctors, 
contjnued to form the majority of middJe-cl.ass MPs. 

The landed classes continued to dom~nate ParUament. 
In the postereform eJJectton of December 1832, about 
75 per cent of th,e MPs e~cted were landowners. Fewer 
than 100 were from industrijall or cornmerc~all 
backg1rounds. 

With no secret baUot and a. continuatton of Lopen1 

v0Ung1j there continued to be much br~bery and 
jntimidation. Employers and, ,espec~ally, land~ords still 
had rmuch1 jnOuence. 

E~ections cont,nue<t to be as noisy and chaotic as 
before; as shown by Charles D~ckens' Morning 
Chronic le re port during1 the 1835 e~ecUon in 
Northampton: fThe noise and confuslon here this 
morn~ng -which is the first day of polUng - is so great 
that m1y head is actua~ lty s p liiUiing1. There are a bout 40 
11ag,s on eiither side, two tremendous bands and 
vehicles are constanUy driving about and down the 
town, conveying1 voters to, the Pol I; and guzz Ii ng andl 
howling and roaring in every house of Enterta~nment.' 

The impact on the Crown 

The position of the 1nonarchy was undloubtedly changed by the Reform Act. 

First, the king had been pressurised into agreeing to appoint 1nore ,.\7lug peers in 

May 1832. N1ever b for1e' had a monarch beer1. forced to give in to such pr,essure. 
Secondl}j it was no longer so ,easy :for the king to appoint and distniss mh1isters 

as it had been before. This beca1ne clear in 1834-5. In 1834 the king dismissed 
the Whig govern1nertt which h,e so disliked and he invit1ed Peel to fortn a 



Chapter 2 The origins and impact of pa'fliamen ta'fy reform 1780-186 0 

governn1ent (see page 31). However, ev1en after a general election, in January 
1835., in which the Tories won back nearly 100 of the seats that they had lost to 
the Whigs in 1832, Peel vvas unable to form. a goverrm1ent because he did not 
com.tna.nd 1najority support in the House of Commons. He was forced to resign 

and the king had to ilrivite the Whigs to form a govern1nent. The monarch could 
110 longer rely on patronage (se,e ·page 11) to maintain the government he wanted 
in power. Public opin.ion and party politics were now increasingly important and 

the Crown's influence over the composition of the goven1ment was significa11tly 
reduced. 

As 1explained on page 27, the pow,er of the House of Lords in relation to the 
House of Com1nons was also now ditninished. This meant, as historian Mk~hael 
S1nith has written;' that: 1the House of Cor11.mons exerted an influence over 

the Upper House and the monarchy that inade it the 1nost powerful bra11ch of 

goven11n,ent in nineteenth-century Britain'. 

The ·importance of the Reform Act 

Many years after it vvas passed, the 1832 Act came to be kno,¥n as the 1G-reat 

Refonn Acf. It ,earned this tjtle fr01n l~hig historians who looked back frrn.n the 
lat1e nineteenth and early twentieth centudes, after further parliamentary reform 
had bee11 passed, and saw, the Act paving the way to\vards the development of a 

fully detnocratic syst1em of government. But that was to read history backwards. 

The last thing the Whigs wanted was de1nocracy: If anything,. Earl Grey and hls 
ministers brought in reforn1 to sav1e the country fro1n the 'evils' of democracy. 

When Grey formed his Cabinet in 1830 he said that he wanted to show 1real 
~ 

capacity [ability] in the landed aristoc.ra,cy' and he appointed one of the most 

aristocratic governments of the whole nineteenth century. Yet so111e me1nbers 

of the Cabinet wer1e ardent supporters of reform and had been so for a long 
Hme. O-~hers:1 howev1er1 were 1nove cautious. Nevertheless1 1nost agreed that the 
parliamentary system ne,eded 'purifyi11g-'F with the removal of the worst and 

.most blatat1t abuses. An obvious target was the rotten and pock.et boroughs. 

Also, there had to be some recognition of the hn.portance of industry and the 
demands of the ri~ew middle classes to be given so1n,e political power. 

The Act may have been quite limited in its cont,ents, but then it \ivas not intended 

to lead to radical changes. Many aspects of the old systen11 so1ne of them quite 

corrupt and unfair (certai.n]y to us in the twenty-first century), wer1e preserved 

but that ,vas what the Whigs intended. The middle classes were takien it1to 
parh1ership with the latirled classes and detached frotn their \<Vorkh1g-class 
allies. The 1niddle c]asses did not take politica] power: they r,emairted junior 

partners, as the Whigs had intended. The working classes stayed outside the 

political nation, again as intended. The Whigs achieved what they set out to 
do and they were weH rewarded. h1 the first election after the Refonn Act, they 
secur,ed a majority of 308 in the House of Commons. 
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... KEYTERMS 

Tamworth Manifesto 
A 1letter, addressed to Robert 
Peers Tam,WO'tth constttuerrts 
in 1846, in which he set out 
to show that the Tortes were 
wiHjng to accept and initiate 
refonm. 

Conservative This tenm 
came into use at the tim,e 
of the Tamworth M a.nifesto 
when Peet promised that he 
wourd conserve the nation's 
fnstiitutlons. Neverthe'less1 the 
ten11 ~Tory1 contrnued to be 
used as well . 
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The Tories ,vere right about some things. Sir Robert Peel had said the Act 
would not tum. out to be 1final", as the Whlg minister Lord Russen had said it 
would be. There was to be more parliamentary reform in. 1867. But that was a 
gen,eration away. MeanwhHe, the Whigs had ac}l.ieved the settlen1ent of 'a gr,eat 
constitutionaJ question: which they l1ad set out to do. 

The way the A,ctwas passed was dra1natic, involving a general ele,ction1 

stubborn resistanae from the Lords, rioting, massive detnonstrations, the threat 
of civil war and pressure 0 11 the king to force the Lords to give way: The details 
of the bill ,;yere, perhaps, less in1porta11t than the fact and the manner of its 

passing. As the MP John Bright said: 'It ,¥as not a good bil1 though it was a great 
bHl when it pa ss1ed .' 

Parliamentary reform and the development of political 
parties 
The 1832 Reform Act required that an those entitled to vote shou]d have their 

names entered on an electoral register before they cou]d cast their vote. This 

gave a huge spur to party organisation as local Whigs and Tories tried to ensure 
that all their supporters were registered. The local parties also chal]enged the 
claims of their opponents' supporters (for exa1nple, 'Did they have the right 
property qualifications?'). R1ecognising the itnportaneie of registration, the Tory 

Carlton and the Whig R1eform Oubs were fon:ned in 1832 and 1836, r,espectively. 

Local party agents \!Vere appointed in the larger constituencies and politics 
be,catne 1nore professional. In thes.e w·ays, the Reform Act contributed to the 
development of more modern., organised polit ical parties. 

The emergence of the Conservative and Liberal parties 

The emergence of the Conservatives 
One politician ,,vho clearly recognised the increased need to m anage elections 
after 1832 was Feel. In 1834, when he beca1ne Tory Party leader, he issued 

what has bec01ne k11own as the Tamworth Manifesto. It was an open letter 
to the electors in his constituency of Tamworth but it was written with a 
wider audience in 1nind and \Vas released to the press. In the Manifesto, Peel 

attempted to show the ne'\tvly enfrar1chised tniddle classes that the Tories had 

moved on and were no longer the weak and backward -looking party they 

seemed to be in 1832. h1 it, he said: 'I consider the Refor1n Bill a final settlen\ent' 

- tha't is, he accept1ed it. He also said that, in the 'spirit of the R1efonn Bill: he 
was willing to consider the 'corr,ection of proved abuses and the .redress of real 

• . I grievances . 

It was also at this tin\,e that the ter1n. 'Conservative' caine to be used to refer 
to Peel's party. h1 effect, the Tory Party was bejng .given a new hna,ge. In the 
Manifesto, P,eel promised to refonn abuses but he was also keen to show that he 

,vould conserve ',est ablished i11stitutions' like the Chu rcl1 of England. 
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For a few n1onths in 1834-5, Peel headed a Conservativ1e goverrunent. However, 
in February 1835, the Whigs held a meeti11.g \rVith Irish Catholic MPs (Catholics 
had beert eligible to stand for Parlian1ent since 1829 - see page 14) and a 

small number of radical MPs in which they agreed to unite and defeat the 

Conservatives in Parliament. This \\'~as the so-called Lichfi~ld House Compact. 
The Vvhigs and their allies now had a significant majority and Peel was forced to 

resign in. April 1835. 

Despite this setback., Pe1el and his party were returned to puvter after the election 

of 1841. It was the first occasion on which a government (t"he Whigs) with a 

parlia1nentary n1ajority ,vas defeated in an ,e]ecdon by an opposition party (the 
Tories). 

The formation of the Liberal Party 
Pe,el's Cons,ervativ1e .gover11ment set out to tackle the poverty and hardship 
of the eady 1840s and, by 1843, had brought about considerable econonuc 
recovery~ Then, in 1846, Peel and his Cabinet introduced a bill for the repea] 

of the Corn laws (see page 64). It split the Conservativ1e Party, 1nany of whose 

me1nbers believed the Corn La'\i\rs were vital to the prosperit) of agdculture and 
that they were a syn1bol of aristocr-a'tic rule. To these people, Peel was a traitor. 
The bill was passed but only with "Whig support because two-thirds of the 
Conservatives voted against the measure. About 100 1v1Ps stayed loyal to Peel 
and became kno,vn as 1 Peelites,, distinct frorn the two 1nain parties, VVhigs and 

Conservatives. Peel hh11selfwithdrew from politics and d!ied in 1850. 

Wtth party loyalties in a state of flux, it is not surprising that there w1etie nine 

separate govemm1ents from 1848 to 1868, many of the1n being coalition 
governments drav1ln from dilierent groups. The number of Peelites declined 
over ti111e as son1te died and others chose to leave the C01nmons. Eventually the 
fe,"' Beelites who remained moved towards the Whigs and, in doing so, helped 

to create the Liberal Party. In 1859,r at a meetit1g jn London, a nmnber of Peelites, 
Whigs and sotne radical politicians agreed to form an anti-Conservative aUiance 

in order to defeat the Conservativ,e gover1u11ent. While so1ne historians see this 

meeting essentiaUy as an anti-Conservative tnove (like the Lichfield House 
Compact), others s,ee it as the key moment i11 the foundation of the Liberal Party. 

Parl'iamentary reform in the 1850s 

In the generation follo,ving the 1832 ReforinAct, there was little ,concerted 
demand for further padiatnentary refor1n .frotn MPs. In the late 1830s and the 

1840s,. the Chartists (see Chapter 5) campaigned for major changes,. such as 

voties for all me11 and annually ele,cted ParHan1ents, but the propertied classes,. 

those who v.rere repr1esented in Parlian1ent, ,.vere strongly opposed to the kind of 
S\Veeping changes that W"ould lead to de1nocracy. 

(II- KEY TERMS 

Lichfield House Compact 
A meeting of Whtgs1 Rad teals 
and Irish MPs he'ld at the 
house of Lord Lichfletdl 
i,n February 1834. They 
agreed to form. an allli,ance to 
defeat Peel~ s Cons etvative 
governm·e,nt. 

Peelites The name given to 
Conservat1ves who supported 
Pee,I over the repeal of the 
Corn Laws. 

Coalition government 
Government made up of 
members of more than ,one 
party. 
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... KEYTERM 

Victorian Britain Brita1n 
during Queen Vi'ctoria's reign 
from I 837 to I 90 I . 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Abolition of MPs' property qualific.ation .1858 
How,ever, one of the Chartists}' demands (see page 79), the abolition of the 
property qualificaHon for 1'1Ps,, was achi,eved in 1858. This meant that someone 

standing for election to ParUa1nent no longer had to own property. However, 

in the absence of salaries for MPs; it reinained difficult for son1eone without a 
private jnco1ne to become an MP. 

In tl1e 1850s, a number of bills for parliamentary reform w,ere introduced into 

ParliaLnent. They were more concerned with the redistribution of seats than 

with widening the franchise and increasing the number of voters. One of the 
main reasons for this was that, ,iVith increasing prosperity and gent],e inflation 
more men a,cquired the property qualification which was required to vote: by 
the 1850s, there were about 300,000 more voters on the electoral registers. Also, 

with increasing industrialisation and the growth of' large cities, half the borough 

voters (as opposed to county voters) wer,e, by the mid-l850s, represented by 
just 30 MPs while the other half, Hvjng in less densely populated boroughs., '"'as 
represented by 300 1vIPs. 

Yet despite the5e obvious reasons for refor1n, non.e of the bills introduced in the 

1850s was passed. Britain ,-vas increasingly prosperous. In th 1niddle years of 
the century, Britain beca.me the most stable, the richest and the tnost pmv,erful 

nation on earth. Many of those living in Victorian Britain accepted the 

refonned electoral systetn as settled by the 1832 Act. They were 111ore concerned 

with efficient, cheap government than further parlia1n,entary refonn. 

Summary diagram: The imp,act: of the Representat ion of the People (Reform) Act 1832 

London and the :Nea,rl,y 1 1in, 5 ad Ult Dominance of Aim of 1S32 Act was 
i1ndustria1I nort h m.a'les now had t he House of Comimons to preserve 
gained more seats ... vote ..._ over House of Lords .. aristocratic 
Overall the rural 

... 
Landed classes 

... confirmed and po;wer ... 
gove,mmen1 and 

south was sti H over- stm dominated of Crown reduced save Britain from 
represented Parliament de·mocraoy 

,, 

;, 

Conservative Political parties 

Abolition of property qualification for MPs in 1858 
Party emerged i ni - Th·e Act gave a 
1,830s and Liberal - spur to party 
Party in 1850s organisation 
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~ 11 B32 in a cHmate· of increasing extra-parliamentary ! 
----------
~ The demand for parljamentary refor1m grew ! from the 1780s. In the 1820s it came especially 
: fro,m the urban, miiddle dass·es and, in J 829-30t 
= - was accompanied by spliits 1in the Tory Partym 
: largely caused by CathoJic Emancipationj and the -
: emergence of politlca'I unions. When the Tories 
! were defeated ·in ParHament in 1830. the new king, 

5 W~l~ia 1m1 ~V. invited Ead Grey to form a government. 

- The Whigs introduced a Reform Bill in March 1831 . -
~ They believed that reform wou Id prevent revofuti,o,n 

~ and cons·erve the politkal system. The first bml was 
-: defeated in the House of Commo,ns whi 1le rejection 

: of the second blll ·1ed to widespread rroting. Finally, a 

~ Reform B1ill was passedm at the third attempt, in June 

agitation and with the king coming under pressure to ~ 

create new Whi1g peers. : 

The mlddle classes were 1largel,y enfranchised by the 

Reform Act a.~though the 'landed classes continued 
to dom1inate both Parli·a1m,ent and government. For 

the next 30 years , most Cabinet m in.tsters came 

from the ·1anded ari:stocracy. The domi,nance of the 

House of Comm.ons over the Lords was confirmed, 
as was the· declinrng influence of the monarchy. The 

Act settled the whole question of par.li·amentary 

reform for a generation. 

The Act en courage·d the d eve·fopment of Whig and 
Tory party organisation~ especially 1in order to win 
elect1ons. hi the 1830s, the Conservatives emerged, 
as did the Liberals in the 1850s. 

:::l ---------::::. ------
---~ ---~ 
-· --~ 
~ -------
--------------
-
------.:::: 

~ ~ 
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'~ R -fr -s--he-r quest10·· ns­C' _e_ e _ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ _ 
u:se these questiions to tem1ind yoursellf of the ltey 
material covered in thrs chapter. 

I Why was. there increas1ng demand for 
parliamentary reform tn 1829- 30? 

2 What kind of reform did Lord! Grey want1 

3 What arguments were made by opponents of 
reform? 

4 How and Why dJd Grey warn the Lords of tlie 
dangers of rejecti·ng refom,? 

5 What effect· did the riots of aurtum,n 1183 I have on 
the govern·ment and its supporters? 

6 Why did the Whigs need the suppnrt of the k~ng? 

7 Wha1 drtncu:ttiies did Welliicngton have infonm·ing a 
government? 

8 How effective was the threat ,of 1mass resistance in 
1183 1- 2? 

9 What were the most significant chan,ges introduced 
i!n the 1832 Reform Act? 

I O To what extent did the landowning classes st1U 
dom,in~te Par:liament after the passing of the Ii 832 
Refom, Act? 

I I Why and how did the 1832 Reform Act le.ad to the 
develop:ment of polittical party organi,sation? 
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Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

1 To what extent were the Whigs' miotives for rntroducingthe Reform BUI essentially conservative and 
ant i-d ,em o c rat i c? 

2 How far do you agree that the reform, ·Of parliamentary represen,tel,tion in 1832 warS drfven prr1maril1y by 
pressure from those exclu:ded from1 the franchise, 

3 
1The R:epresentation of the People (Reform) Ac:t of 1832 transfor:med the British political system.' How far 
do you agree w:ith th,is statement? 

4, 1The Repres,erntation of the People (Reform) Act 1832 enhanced the predominanc,e of the House of 
Co,mmons and d~,minlshed the power of the Crown and aristocracy.' To what extent do you agree with this 
state,ment? 



Parliamentary reform and its 
impact 1860-1928 

This chapter examines further parliamentary ref-orm, particularly erlensi·on of the franchise.,_ 
the distribution of parliamentary seats and the conduct of elections. It also assesses the 
impact of reform on political parties, the changes made to the powers of the House of 
Lords and the role of the monarchy in Victorian Britain. It examines these developments 
through the following themes; 

* The passing of the second Representation of the People (Reform) Ad 1867 

* The impact of the second Representation of the People (Reform)i Act 

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

* The Parliament Act 1911 

* The Representation of the People (Reform) Act 1918 

-------------------

. ~K_ej·.":.da.t"~~s. . 
' ~ .... -. . . 

1867 Second RepresentatJon of the Peopfe 1909 1People~s 81udgef 
(Reform) Act 

1911 Parlfament Act 
1872 BaJJotAct 

1883 Corrupt and rnegal Practices Prevention 1918 Representation of the People (Reform) 

Act Act 

1884-5 Thkd Representation of the People 1918 Representatto,n of the People (Equal 
(Reform) Act Franchise) Act 

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

t 
I 

._ Why was the second Reform Act passed? 
I . 

~----- -----------------------------------------------------
Enfranchising the 'respectable' working class 

By the early 1860s, some party leaders, especially in the governing Liberal 
Party wished to increase the number of voters,. especially if it brought political 

advantage for their party. Above a]l, they wished to enfranchise the 'respectable' 
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9'- KEYTERM 

Residuum Uteral'ly 
something left behind i the 
residue. 

l .... KEY FIGURE 
----

William Gladstona 
(1809-98) 

Became a Tory IMIP in :I 832. 
A PeeliteJ he moved to the 
Liberals ~n the 1850s and was 
chancelilor of the exchequer 
1852-5 and 1859-66. H,e 
l1ater had four spells as prime 
minister ( 186-8-74, 1880-5, 
Februaty to Jul;y I 886 and 
1892-4). 

On what grounds.; 
according to Gladstone in 
Source A, should a man 
be excluded from the 
vote? 
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working classes. Victoria11s became it1creasingly c011:cerned about the idea of 
'respectability'. For most, it meant the ability to hold dov11n a job and pay rent 
regularly; often it was associated with church attendance and literacy. Most of all 

it meant b·eing sober a.nd careful·with money. 

The 'respectable' working class,es \vere contrasted with the 1residuum', the 
people \.vho were s,ee11 as unskilled, casually employed, if at aU, and who spent 
their 1noney on drink and who didn't (or couldn't) save for a rainy day. Even if 
they were not actually criminal, these ,.vere se,en as the 'dangerous classes1

• This 
may hav,e been a ,crude, unfair kind of stereotypi11g but the distinction ·was felt to 

be real and it was accepted by tnany in the l/vorkin,g c]asses. After all, resp ctable 
working people, unlike the propetty-owning ,classes1 could not afford to live 

apart from the 'dangerous classes-'. The decline .in mass protest after the failure of 

Chartis1n persuaded many politicians that respectable working 1nen could, and 
should, be entrusted Vilith the vote. The Liberal leaders beHeved that there was a 
'·safe,. top layer ofworking-clas,s town dweJlers who had earn.ed the privilege of 
the .right to vote. 

The 1866 Liberal Reform Bil l 

In ·the early 186ns the issue of parliamentary vefonn was simtnering away at 
a low' level but there was no great de1nand for it, either within Parliament or 
outside. Britain was increasingly affluent and comfortable without parliatnentary 
refonn. Yet, anotl1er &eforn1 Act was passed in 1867. A nu1nber of factors 
explain this. 

First, and probably most important, the prime minister, L,ord Palmerston., who 

had been strongly opposed to reform, died in 1865 and was replac,ed., as both 

Liberal Party leader and pritne minister, by Earl Russell. Russell had been a 

supporter of parlian1entary r forn, since the 1830s and he beHeved that the 
respectable vvorking classes, the skiUed craftsmen and artisans in the urban 
boroughs., would vote Liberal. 

A second factor ,vas that Wl lliam Gladstone.,. the increasil1gly popular star of 
the Libera], Patty and likely to be its next leader, had been convert,ed. In 1864, 
he told Parliament= 
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fr,om a speech by WUUam (jladstone in Parliament on 11 May 1864,. quoted in 
Eric Evans, Parliamentary Reform, c .. l770-l9lB,. Longman, 2000. Gladstone was 
chancellor of the· exchequer in the Uberal govemmant. 

Eve,y man who is not presumably incapacitated by sonze consideration of 
personal unfitness or of political danger; is 1norally entitled to corne within the 
pale of [be included in} the Constitution. Of course, in giving utterance to such 
CJ proposition, I do riot r:ecede from the protest I have previously rnade against 
sudden, or violent, or excessive or intoxicating change. What are the qualities 
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which fit a man for the 1exe rcise of a ptivil'ege such as the franchise? Self­
command, se/f ... control, respect for order, patience under suffering, confidence in 
the law., respect far superiors . ... I am tww speaking only of a li1nited portion of 
the working class. . .. 

It has been given to us of this generation to witness ... the most blessed of all 
social processes; I tnean the process which unites together not the interests only 
but the feelings of all the several classes of the comrnunity, and throws back into 
the shadows of oblivion those discords by which they were kept apalt from one 
another: ... I know of nothing which can contribute to that union/' to the welfare 
of the commonwealth ... than that hearts should be bound together by a 
r;easonable extension ... among selected portions of the people, of evtiry bt:nefit

1 

and every privilege that can justly be conferred on them. 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

Gladston1e believed that ther1e was a si.gnificant nu1nber of selr-discipli:ned, 

respectable working 1nen vvho had ean1ed the privjlege of being granted the vot1e 
and could safely be enfranchised. 

A third factor was il1cr1easing external support for reforn1, especially frotn the 

mid-1860s. In 1864, the lar.gely 1nidldle-class Reforn1 Union was founded in 
lvlanchester by a group of wealthy tner,chants, 1nanufacturers and businessinen. 
Then. in 1865, the Refor1n League, mainly organised by skilled workers, \\tas 
formed. Both organisations favoured wide11i11g the franchise an.d they worked 

together, thus contributing to tl1e growtl1 of popular pressure for parliamentary 

reform. 

·Ho"\<V werie the respectabl1e working class to be defined? As historian Eric Evans 
has co1n1nented, one could hard]y devise a 'respectability questionnaire' 

to decide who deserv1ed the vote. The only criterion, for the Victorians., ,vas 

property oVtt"ning. So, in March 1866_. Gladstone introduced a bill in the House 
of Co1n1nons (RusseH was a m.embe:r of the Lords) which would lower the 
borough franchise from £10 to £7 householders. The bill also changed the 
county franchise. In total, the 1electorate \vould have been u.1creased by less than 

half a rnillion. Yet even this n1oderate proposal met ilnplacable oppositio11 fro1n 
within Libera] ranks,, particu]arly a1nong the aristocratic, old Whigs. They '"'ere 
unconvinced by the argu1nents about :respectability. They saw the woddng ,class 
as irresponsible., like 1y to demand higher taxes to pay for 1nor,e social reform and, 

therefore, not to be trusted with the vote. 

The leaders of the Cons,etvaHve Party, Lord Derby, in th1e Lords, a1r1d Benj a1ni1t 
Disraeli, the leader in the Co1n1nons, now saw their opportunity. They did all 
they could to exploit and widen the split it1 the Liberals. With his party divided 

and his bill under attack., Russell resigi1ed in June a11d the Conservatives for1ned 

a goven1n1ent. Here was a make-or-break opportunity for the Conservatjves to 
pass a Refornr1 Bill of their 0""11 and to portray themselves as a party that could 
govern. They had been in opposition for 1nost of the last twenty years so, if 

... KEY FIGURE J 
Benjamin Disraeli 
(1804-81) 
Conssrva.tive chan(:ell or of 
the exohe-quer in 1852 and 
agah1 l1 858-9, he became 
priim e im ,inister in 186 8 and 
I 87 4-80: regarded as the 
founder of m,odern 
Cons ervatis mi. 
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they could pass a bill, they tnight earn the gratitude of the newly enfranchised 
electors at the next election and establish themselves in po\\"er for some years. 
The problem was tha.t they were in a minority in Parliament. They ,vould have 
to w111 over sotne Liberal supporters of refonn ir1t order pass a bill. Disraeli 
cal,cu1ated that convinced Libera] reformers could be persuaded to support a bilL 
especially \vith gro,'\fing outside support. It would certainly be a gamble. 

The role of extra-parl iamentary pressure 

It \¥as at this stage that external pressure sudden]y tnade itself felt. The failur,e of 
the Liberal bill led to a de1nonstration in Londonts Hyde Park i,vhich, although 
banned by the autho.dHes, went ahead anyway and .ledl to viol,ence and the, 
tearjng down of some of the park railings. There were also street demonstrations 
and protest 1ne,etings in several cities. The thr,eat of,videspread or 1escalating 

violence was nothing like as great as it had been in 1831 2. How,ever, this 
extra-parHamentary pressure did create a cli1nate in which some kind of refor1n 
beca1ne 1nore necessary. 

The Conservative Reform Bill 

Derby and Disraeli knew that, ,vhe11 they introduced a refonrn bill, they wou]d 
have to appear to offer more than the Liberals. So they proposed a \"lholesale 
householder suffrage i.t1 the boroughs, with no fu1ancial barriers (like the £7 
householder franchise proposed by th e Liberals). This ,vas certainly radical but 

they then hedged this qualification round with safeguards. For instanoe, it was 
necessary to have lived in the property for two years: 1rnany working men moved 
fr,equently between rented properHes. They also proposed to introduce so-called 
'fancy franchises1 Vihich wouJd give an extra vote to those '1vith professional 
qualifications, like doctors and lav.,ryers, or a universjty degree: this would have 

diluted the impact of an increas d working-class-ele,ctotate. 

However, the greatest safeguard against u rban elections being s\vamped by 
working-c]ass voters was that only those who paid rates Qocal taxes) directly to 
the ]oca1 authorities, as opposed to paying them through their landlor,ds as part 
of their rent, would be eligible to vote. In ef6 et., this w~ou]d restrict the electorate 
more than the £7 householder franchise wou]d. This was, nevertheless, too 
much for some Conservatives, and three ministers resigned from the Cabinet: 
they w,ere horrified at the prospect of rough, poorly educat1ed '\<Vorking men 
electing MPs. 

In steering ·the bill th.tuugh the Comtnons, Disraeli had tw'O tnain aitns.: ro 
ensure the outcome was a Conservative, not a Liberal, bill; and to block any 
a1nendm,ent proposed by Gladstone and his aUies. No doubt, Disraeli also hoped 
that a Tory refor1n would pave the way for hun to succeed Deriby as party leader. 
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He ·was helped by the fact that n1ost Conservatives were desperate to stay in 
power and many MPs did not unders·tand the technical details of the franchise. 
Also, party discipline at this time was still fairly weak and 1nany MPs could be 

counted on to vote according to their conscie11ces rather than as told to by their 

leaders. Disraeli would certainly need these factors ill his favour because nearly 
aU the safeguards proposed in the initiaJ Cons rvative bill were to be s,¥ept 
away. 

Over the next three months, Disraeli completely outmanoeuvred and outwitted 

Gladstone. He turned do\ivn amendn1ents proposed by Gladstone but accepted 

ones proposed by 1nore radical 1n 111bers of th Liberal Party. For instance, he 
acciepted the r,eduction in the residenoe quaHfica.tion for borough voters to on.e 
year. He also abandoned the idea of creatjng 'fancy franchises'. 

Hodgkinson1's amendment 
However, by far the inost radical amendment, proposed by a radiieal ba,ckbench 
MP called Grosvenor Hodgkinson, was to abolish the difference between 
those who paid their rates directly to the local authorities and those who 

paid indirectly. Most :N1Ps did not grasp the significance of this change but it 
effectively added 400,000 voters. 

At the end, the bill, which had been hastily prepared,, bore little resemblance 
to Vffiat had first been proposed and ,vas far 1nore radical than any ,,vould have 

expected. Furt11er1nor,e, f1ew", if an)', ,could have foreseen how the change would 

work out in practice. It was, as Derby later said, 'a leap in the dar,k'. Disraeli's 
perfonnance had bee11 dazzling. He had ,given the itnpression of being in calm 
control when_ he was being rushed into improvisation and concession. He had 

kept in close touch with his Conservativ,e backbenchers, convirtcing them that 
def1eat 1\'0uld lead to the dissolution of Parlia1nent and to a general election 
which the Llbeirals would probably win, leaving the Conservatives out in the 

political wilderness again. h1 a letter to a friend, he ,explained that aocepting 
Hodgkinson's arnendment was 'a step which would destroy the present agitation 

and extinguish Gladstone and Co:'. 

In the Lords, where there \Vas no widespread support for refortn, Derby worked 
skilfully, exploiting divisions among the Liberals and rallying h.is supporters 
to ensure the passing of a Conservative bill. The final bill was the outcome of 

party-political 1nan0-euvring within Parliatnent on which external pressure 

had Umited in1pact. A radical bill was the price to be paid for the Conservativ1es 
holding on to power, for the defeat of G]adstone and the Liberals and for 
Disraeli"s em,ergence as certain successor to Derby as Conservative l,eader. 
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S,OURCE B 
HHIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIUl!IIIIIIIIH!lllllll!IUl!l!IIIIIIIIIHl!IIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIHH!l!IIIIIIHH!l!IIIIIIIUIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIH!lllllll!llll!l!IIII I IIIIHl!IIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIUIHIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIII 

Study Source B. What 
point 'is the cartoonist 
making? H1ow accurate do 
you think his judgement is? 

Di,sra,eli~ portrayed as a1jockey, 
steers his horse to the head of 
the parliamentary rac,e in a 
Punch cartoon of 1867. 

THE DERBY, 1867, DIZZY WINS WIT -I ,r REFOR EILL/'1 
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Summary diagram: The p,assing of t he second Re presen·t ation of t he People 
(Reform) Ad 1867 

1866 Lib eral bill to enfranchise mrespectabl1e' workjng classes 
• Caused split in Liberal Party 
• Led to formation of a minority Conserva.tive gove,rnment 

·* 
Second Representation of t he P.eopl'.e (Reform} Act 1867 

• Stearied 1hrough Hous,e of Commons by Disraeli 
• Was more radical than intended or expected by Conservatives 
• Was a poli1ical triumph for Di,sraeli 
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I 

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

t How radical was the 1867 Reform1 Act? 
L- - -- -- - - ------------------------

The passing of the second Reform Bill v,ras characterised by Disrae1li.Is 
opportunisn1 and po1itica] calculation. The result caused n1isgivings among 
many in Parliament, both Conservative and Liberal. Yet the r,esponse to it in the 
country was enthusiastic. One newspap,er hailed it as 1The Triumph of Refonn'. 

However, Disraeli, who succeeded Derby as prime tninister in February 1868, 

was not re,varded Vilith electoral victory in the general election of autum11 
18168. The Liberal victory sent a clear 1nessage: in the boroughs, where the 
Conservatives incurred a net loss of 33 seats,. the newly enfranchised '"'orking 

men see1ned to be decidedly Liberal. The '"leap in the dark" produced a b,leak 

outlook for the Conservatives. However, they won 60 per aent of t]1e county 
seats and scored soine notable vi,ctories in London. In one borough, the ,.veU­
known 1ntellectual John Stuart Mill was def-eared by rhe newsagent W.H. S1nirh1 

vvhose name still adorns many high streets in Britam. Furthermore, in 1874, the 
Conservatives achieved victory in the general election. In that election, they 
Vv"1ere dominant in the London subul'bs and the southeast generally, as ,,veil as i11 

the English counties, a pattern which has been repeated ever since. 

Who was enf ranc.hised by the 1867 Reform Act? 

... KEVTERM 

Suburbs Areas of most[y 
midd~e-class, tes,ide ntia!I 
housing on the outski,rts of 
cities. Uvtng tn the suburbs, 
while working in the urban 
areas! was 'made possibte 
by the deve!opmem of the 
railways. 

In the boroughs, the vote was granted to: In the counties, the vote was. granted to: 

• Men owning; 1or occupying; h,ouse,s if r,es~dent f:or 
at llea,st one y,e~u . 

• Lodgers who paid £10 in rents if resident for a 
year. 

Change and continuity after 1867 

•· Men owning} ,or having leases on, land worth fS 
.a ye;:;u. 

• Men occupying land with a rateablle value of £12 
a year and who paid poor r.ates. 

The changes in the franchise had been. hastily put together but the riedistribution 

of seats had been carefully plan11ed by Disraeli and, as intended, it favoured the 
Conservatives. Although the disenfrai1chis,en1e11t of 1nany smaller boroughs 
and the award of tnor,e seats to the larger boroughs ina.y have been to the 
Liberals' advantage, the counties, which generally re turned more Conservatives 

to Parlian1ent, gained more seats . Furth1ennore, the redrawing of constituency 
boundaries was carried out by a Conservative-domi11ated co1nmission which 
ext,ended the boundaries of many boroughs so that there was a -r duction i11 
the n.u1nber of ui-ban . ., and predominantly Liberal, vot·ers in county seats. The 

counties thus re1nained more solidl}T Conservative. 
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One clear element of con.tmuity was the over-repres1entation of tl1e rural areas 
r,e]ative to the industrial and of the south and ,.~ilest o.f England relative to the 
rest of the country. For 1example, the southwest of England had 45 MPs,. yet the 

northeast1 with three titnes the population, had only 32. 

Similarly, the social con1position of MPs changed little. Less than a quarter 
of those ,e]ected in 1874 came fro1n commercial or industrial backgrounds. 
The proportio11 of middle-class professionals such as lawyers increased but 

landu,;,vners continued to dominate Parliament and they still held near1.y all the 

county seats. 

The greatest change brought about by the second Refor1n Act was the increase 
in the numbers who were enfranchised, a far bigger increase than there had 

been i111832. The number of English voters grew frotn 1.2 million to nearly 

2 nuHion. Instead of one in five 1nales being able to vote, 011e in three could 
now do so. There ,ve:m:,e now far bigger el,ectorat, s in many northern towns and 
cities: in Le,eds, for instance, the electorate incr1eased fourfold. 111 several urban 

constituencjes, the majority of the electorate was now \'\1orking class. For many, 
lik:e those in the Refonn League,. the respectable working man had finally 

received hls just reward. 

However, Britain was far from being a democracy. Two out of three adult males 
still had no vote. In the boroughs, the following were still excluded: 

• those without a one-year residence qualification 
most adults Hving with their par nts (as only one person per household could 
vote) 

• lodgers who paid rent of less than £10 a year 

• those reoe.iving poor relief. 

In the counties, th1e agricultural labourers, who constituted the majority of the 
rutal population, did not have the vote. 

The development of party political organisations 

Despite the fact that stiH only a third of adult 1nales could vot,e, the increase 
in the size of the electorate, especially in the urban boroughs, 1,ed to a 

tra:nsformaHon of pa.:rty political organisation in. towns ,and cities. Many party 
associations or clubs ,-vere formed in order to identify,. encourage and \.Yin over 

·new voters. Initially, the Conservativ,es \.Vere the 1nore active of the t,-vo n1a1n 
parties. Under the ]e~d rship of John Gorst, a Conservative Centra] Office was 
set up in London. This body pr-ovided guidance to a "\'Vide netvvork of local party 

associations which were grouped into the National Union of Conservative 

and Constitutional Associations. By 1877, the National Union had 791 local 

associations affiliated to it. 

Defeat in the 1868- elec tion had provided much of the impetus for increased 

ConservaHve activity in the constituencies. Similarly,, electora] defeat in 1874 

spurred the Liberals on to itnprove their party organisation and the National 
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Liberal Federation was founded in 1877. Both of' the 1nain parties e1nployed paid 
loca] agents to recruit and retain new tnem.bers whi1e 1nany socia] activities were 
organised to attract them. One of the most successful local party organisations 

was built up it1 Birtningham by the local leading Liberal, Joseph Chainberlain. 

He devised a systet.n for enlisting new 1nen1bers., keeping accurat1e lists of 

who they were and ensuring they voted on election day. This efficient fonn of 
organ isation ,vas called the caucus by some of its ,ctitics but it certainly helped 

to secure victory for many 'Liberal candidates in the West Midlands in the 1880 

general el,ection. 

No,,v that there was a n1uch wider e]ectorate, politicians had to be mor 
responsive to pub1ic opinion This. was not just a consequei11ce of the second 

Reform Act. There had been a huge increase in. the nutnber of newspapers,. 

particularlyprovjncial ones, since the 1830s. Reasons for this included: 

• increasing literacy 
the development of the st1eam press, which print,ed papers quickly and cheaply 

the telegraph lines, which transmitted ne,.vs rapidly 

• the railvllays, which distributed papers. 

However, the increase 1ivas particularly 1narked after 18167. Then, as nm-v1 the 
press reflected public opinion but it could also be used by politicians to convey 
their message. Both Liberals and Conservatives recognised that the future of 

goven11nents would now be determined as much by the el1ectorate as by political 

eve11ts in Par]iament. 

'SOURCE C 
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The Salford Week{y News reports on a meeting of t he Broughton Liberal Club in 
February, 1872, quoted in Michael Willis, Britain, 1851-1918, Hodder Murray, 
2.006. 

It was fu.rther intended, if the-funds w·ere forthcoming, to erect a comm1odious 
[spacious} billiard room, which would .be replete with every convenience, and 
contain a full-sized table. This, combined with a reading room, smoke r:oom., 
chess., draughts, a good' supply of papers and periodicals, and the opportunity 
for obtaining· tea, coffee, cigars etc., at fixed charges on the premises would/ it 
was confidently hoped, off-er such advantages as should induce all Liberals of 
the district to e1r,~ol themselves as members. 
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The very different views of Gladsto11e and Disraeli, the tvvo giants on the 
political stage in the 1870s, 1,vere presented to the electorat,e by the press. Party 
politics beca1n1e a nartional passion. 

Party organisations also becan1e tnore conscious of 'imageF. Eady photographs 

and drawings sho,r\ipoHticians as authoritativ,e and \i\rise. The Prhmose League 
was na1ned after· Disraeli's favourite flower and was particularly successful in 
winning Conservative support a1nong wo1nen. Women did not have the vote but 

they could undoub,tedly· influence the voting habits of the1r 1ne11folk. 

... Kl!Y TERM 

Caucus A term originating 
in the USA to 1mean a group 
or meeting of rnem bers of a 
po I ttrcaf party. 

What light does Source C 
throw on the • 
development of l:oca·l 
po:litrcal organJsations? 
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E]ections after 1867 \"V'ere more about informing electors of party policy, ]ess 
about dleciding w.hich individual[ was best s.ui.ted. to repr1ese11t the constituency. 
This change \>Vas not necessarHy a direct result of parlia1nentary r iefonn but 

it was certainly an effect of 1nore thorough}" professional, party organisaHon. 

Furt11ermore, loya]ty to agrreed party policies and to the party l,eadership was 
expect1 d of MPs if they wished to contjnue to receive support from the party. 
AU of this, and not least the expense of running local and national party 

organisations., r1einforced the dominance of the two-party system. 

The Ballot Act 1872 

Although, after 18167, the number of uncontested elections de,c'.reased, there 
r1emai11ed a number of 'pocket boroughs;. Many of the smaller boro~ghs were 

strongly influenced or ev,en effectively controll.ed by local tando,.vners. This 

explains why the 1najority of the 54 English boroughs of ]ess than 10,000 

inhabitants were predo1ninantly Conservative in 1868 and.1874. A s1naUer number 
of county seats iare reckoned to have remained in the gift of a patron. This is one 
of the main reasons for the passing of the Ballot .Act by the Liberals in 1872. 

Radicals and reformers had long ca1npaignedl for an end to open voting, which 
took the form of a public declaratio11 made at the poHing station. They believed 
that voting in_ secret would prev1ent the influencing, bribery and intimidation of 

voters by inter,ested parties such as ,employers and local landowners. (The secret 

ballot had also been one of the 'six points' of the Chartists, see page 79.) There 

was considerable opposition to the secret ballot. Ev n the v,eteran parliamentary 
refonner Earl Russell supported the open declaration of support for a particular 
candidate or party: It v~as seen by many in ParHa1nent as an honourable., 1nanly 

tradition and voting secretly as someho,v co\,vardly. 

G]adstone, priine 1ninister since 1868, recognised that secrecy"1ns 1nor,e Hke]y 
to guarante,e independent voting and reduce the influence of the land]ord over 

the tenant . The secret ballot might also make nev.Ay en.franchised working-

class men less suscepHb1e to bribery or other pressure fr01n their employers. 

The passing of the Act certainly led to less ro'Vvd)~ violent elections which Vvas 
more in keeping with sober, respectable Victorian 1niddl1e-class values. However, 
bribery did not go away: S01ne said, not completely flippantly, that the only 
difference the secret ballot made '\rv-as that electors could now take bribes fro1n 
both sides since the ,candidates did not know who a particular voter was going to 

vote ,for. The general electjon of 1880 was to be the n1ost expensive to date. Not 
until 1883 was the practice of bribery more effectiv,e.ly controlled. 

The Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act 1883 

The realisation that a n,uch n1creas,ed electorate did not reduce 1electoral 
corruption led to more conoeried pressure for action to be taken, especially 
\Vhen it becaine clear that the secret ballot 1nade little difference. Bribery, of 

course, was not tl1e only fortn ofinf]ueneie which continued to have an impact 
on ,election r,esu]ts. A oon1bination of loyalt) and continuing fear was probably 
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significant, too. For example, 1rnost tenant fan11ers in the county seats seem to 
have been as 1oyaJJy Conservative as their lando'V!.7n,ers so that little pressure was 
needed. Similarly, in some industrial boroughs., loyalty to a \.Veil-established 
etnployer often determined t}1e outco1ne of elections. 

Aft,er the 1880 election, veported by officials to have ,cost about £2 million (n1ore 
than a billion pounds today), thr,ee factors persuaded ParHa1nent to act: 

• There was. a desire for respectability. 

• The cost of elecHons deterred working-class ,candidates,, and even so1ne 
less affluent middle-class 011.es, from standing. This, in turn, meant that 
Parliament might continue to be dominated by 1nen of leisure which 1nan}~ 
particularly in the Liberal Party~ saw as idle landowners. 

• Evert for the "\i\realthy,, the costs of electioneering were spiralfu1g out of control. 

A special co1n1nission set up after the 1880 election found a lev,el of corruption 
that shocked MPs. For exa.rnple, in. Gloucester, it was reported that 38 per c,ent 
of the 5670 ele,cto:rs had accepted bribes. Reports like this helped Gladstone to 
mak,e refonrn a cross-party issue and to reach broad agreement on the need to 
limit election expenses and define exactly what corrupt practice ,vas. 

The Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act was passed in 1883. Its 1nain 
tenns wer-e: 

• It restricted each candidate to one paid ele,ction agent V'ilhose responsibility it 

'\o\ras to produce an official report of el,ection expenses. 
• It specified the 1naximu1n expenditur,e aUowed for constituencies of different 

types, for example, for a county seat of 2000 voters, it was £710 (£380,000 

todaJj, ,,vith a11 extra £4 0 for each additional 1000 voters. 
• lt prescribed penalties, including ht1prison1nent, for corrupt practice. 

The Act was ftective. The nun1ber of petitions presented to ParlJa1nent alleging 
corruption or illegal practice dropped markredly and the average spent per vote 
polled fell from 18s. 8d. (94p) in 1880 to 3s. 4d. (17p) ilt 1910. Political parties 
no,v came to rely 1nore on volunteers tha11 011 paid election workers and thjs ·has 
continued to be a characteristic feature of elections to the present day. 

Summary diagram: The imp,act of ttie second Representation of the People 
(Reform) Act 

Impact 
Profess io'n a l'is ati on, • The Act enfr,anc hised male 

householders in boroughs but not ... Larger electorate led to ... 
professionalisation of Conservative in counties 

• One in three males oould now vote and Liberal Party o,rgan isaUons. 

+ 
1883 Corrupt a,n.d lltegal 

Practices .Act ... 1' s7·2 BaHot Act 

• Reduced conruptton 
... 

Introduced t he, secret ballot 

• Cut the cost of electioneering 

... KE,VTERM 

Cross-party lnvolvrng two 
or more political parties. 
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The third Representation of the 
People (Reform} Act 1884-5 

I t Did the third Reform Act make England a democracy? 
'---------- - - -- ------ ~-- -- - -- - ---- ---~~~--~~--~ 

The second Refonn Act of 1867 had en.fran.chised al] householders in the 

boroughs but not in the counties. Within a feVi;ryears, most politicians 

recognised that it was only logical to extend the household fra11chis,e to the 
countryside. Gladstone, 1.vho was prime n1inister again after the 1880 g,eneral 
election}' certainly believed that}' if the urban working classes were respectable 
enough to have tl1e vote, then so, too, were agricultural and rural work,ers. 

Many of his more radical supporters ,vere keen to extend the vote to the latter, 

confident that they would vote Liberal. Surprisingly, 011e group of rural v.,rorkers 
who had been ,excluded fron1 the vote \v,ere coal 1nin.,ers: irr1any of the1n lived 
and worked in miningviUages, especially in the northeast, which were situated 

within county s,eats. They w,ere now clatnouring for the vote. 

Lord Sali.sbul)~ leader of the Conservatives since Disraeli's death in 1881, 

was wary of 1extending the franchise. A 1nember of the landed aristocracy, he 
did not wish to s,ee landowning influence in the county seats diluted by an 
enlarged electorat,e. Hovv,eve~, he was astute enough to see that extending the 

franchise n1ight not be a disaster for the Conservatives if they could shape th e 

redistribution of parlian1,entary seats. When the first Liberal Electoral Bill was 
rejiected in 1884 by the ConservaHve-dotninat,ed House of Lords because i.t did 

not bring with it a Redistribution Bill, Gladstone decided to go for a bill with 

cross-party support. The radical Liberal MP Charles Dilke and Lord Salisbury 
hin1self took charge of ,vorking out the redistribution of parlian1entary seats. 

There \rVas Jess external pressu:re than in 1867 and none of the .heated 

parliamentary debate there had been in 1866-7. The eventual outcotne was 

the third R,efonn Act of 18S4-5. It was actually rnade up of two distinct pieces 

of legislation. One was to extend the franchise, the other to redistribute 

parliamentary seats. 'Both had s1nooth passages through Parliament because 
they had cross-party support. 

The extension of the franchise 1884 

The franchise '""as extended to an householders in the ,counties. and to lodge:rs 
who paid £10 a year in rent. This added nearly 2.5 million, 1nostly n1rat voters 
so that about 80 per cent of the adult male population ,vas now qualified to vote. 

Although this 1nay h ave looked like a step towards democracy, it was qualified 

by the practice of 'plural voting'. For example, graduates of Oxfor,ct Cambridge 
and London universities ,could vot,e in the constituencies of those universities, 
which had their own seats in Parliament. An even more signifi.cantnu1nber 

were those who had an occupational voting ,qualificationj for instanoe, those 
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wl10 lived in a county constituet1cy could also vote in the neighbourin,g borough 
constituency if they owned occupational (business) premises there. This meant 
that about seven per cent of the population. had more than one vote. 

The Redistribution Act 1885 

• Boroughs with populations of less th.an. 15,000 lost their parliamentary seats. 
• Two-1nember borough constituiencies with few,er than 50,000 people lost one 

of their seats. 

• About 150 seats released for reclistribution. were transEerred to the 1.nore 
dens Jy populated counties lme Lancashire a.n.d Yorkshire and to the ever­
growing cities. 

• The wider London area, ·vvith a population. of over 3.5 million., went from 22 

seats to 62. 

This far-reaching r,edistribution reflected the huge growth of urban centres and 
their suburbs. Salisbury inanaged to influen.ce the redrawing of constituency 
boundaries in such a way that many new., distinctlysubu.rban constituencies 

were created out of the big towns and cities. The 1najority of the 1electorate in 
these constituencies werie property-ownjng middle classes ,vho were often 

alarmed by radical eletnents in the Liberal Party arid the increasing power of the 
trade unions and thus !<Jeen. to defend security and preserv1e stability. They could 

be relied on to elect Conservative MPs. Nowhere was this 1nore marked than 
in London where, in subsequent electio11s, the Conservatives \.Von n1ost of th1e 

seats. As r cently at 1865 they had won none at alU 

The development of democracy 

1n 1885,. the Liberal politician Joseph ChatnberJain wrote: 'government of 

the people by the people ... has at last be1en effectively s,ecured'. Many of his 
contemporaries saw it that way too. They ,could point to the fact that many 
agricultt1ral workers and coal 1niners w,er,e among the altnost 2.5 1nillion men 

who could now vote for the first titne. The 1najority of the electorate was now 

working class. Furtl1ern1ore, nearly all constituencies were to be single-member 

seats and they were 'lnore equal in size of popu]ation: the electoral inap of 1885 
looked 1nore like today's thru.1. that of 1832. 

Ho,,vever, in 1884-5, as in 1867, inany men ,.vere still excluded : 

• those Viho did not have a one-year residence qualification, which ruled out 
111any men 1A1ho 1noved about in. sea.re h of ·work 

• sons living with their par,ents 

• s,erva.nts who lived in their employers' houses 

• those receiving poor reliief1 which included many of the elderly 

• soldiers Hvin,g in barracks and n1ost sailors. 

Furthennore, many failed to have their names added to the electoral register., 
which was necessary irt order to be able to vote. The process was long and 
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cotnplex, daunting for those who were illiterat1e. At the ertd of the nineteenth 
century~ only 95 con.stituencies w,ere reckoned to have workit1g-class majorides 
(at a time when. most of the population was working class) and1 in 1914,, Britain 

had one of the most restrictive franchises in western Europe. 

These limits to the den1oc1-atic nature of the electorate 111ade it dHficult for a 
working-class party to emerge in Padiatnent. Also, although the redistdbution 
of seats was considerably fairer than it had been, it was still weighted a.gainst 

the working classes. Rural areas and the south of England were still ov1er­

r,epres,ented while the north ,¥as under-represented. Furthern1oref although 
property qualifications for MPs had b en abolished in 1858 (see page 32), 
election 1expenses1 even after the 1883 Act, were stil] considerable; for instance, 
candidates vvere expected to pay their· local party agent. The fact that MPs were 

still m1paid deterred workin,g-class 1n,en from standing for Parlia1nent as well 

as being yet anoth.er reason for the continuation of un,contested 1elections. Fron1 
1880 to 1910 an average of twenty per ,c,ent of ele,ctions wer1e not cont,ested. 

Despite these curbs on the develop1nent of de1nocracy; the reforms of 1884- 5 
u11doubted1y 1nade party organisation and national campaigns 1nore important. 
Both of the 1nain parties continued to dev:elop a national netvirod. of clubs and 
associati011s a.s they had to cultivate support a1nong a far larger ,electorate. 
Furthermore, much of that elector,ate was now better informed thanks to the 

rapid growth in the newspaper-reading public. In the early twentieth century; 

the Daily Mail and, later, the Daily Mirror, sold a nrillion copies a day. 

They did not report politicians' speeches in full, Uke the 1nore traditiona] Daily 
Telegraph, but they gav,e surmnaries and reached far more people. 

The decline in power of the landowning class 
The third Refor1n Act undoubtedly speeded up the decline in political power 
and influence of the landowning aristocracy. This was caused by the reduction 
in. the number of ntral seats and the enlargement of the county electorate, 

which severely r1educed the influence of landowning patrons. The nu1nber of 
landowning Cabinet tninisters and MPs continued to decline: after the 1885 

election,, MPs fro1n indu.striaJ and co1nmercial backgrounds outnu1nber1ed 
landowners in the House of Cominons for the first thne. Ever1 in the 
Conservative Parti most nevv JvIPs after 1885 were from tniddle-class families. 
After 1885, the electoral system ,-vas domin.ated by city and suburban jnt1erests. 

This change had been taking place gradually over the course of the ,century 
but it was, nevertheless, a massive change in the type of people who held 

power. 

In conclusion, the third Refor1n Act undoubtedly 1nade Britain 111ore den1ocratic. 

There was no,¥ a much larger electorate and it \Vas much less a1nenable to 
'influence'. Yet stiU ther,e was a common assumption that the vote ,.vas not a 
right to be granted to all adults but, rather, something to be earned by so1ne 
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mark of r,espectabHity and responsibility which, in ]ate nineteenth-century 
Britaint \Vas the male headship of a household. Most Vi,ctorians believed that if 
everyone could vote there would be a ' tyraiu-1y of the masses'. 'Dernocracy' was 

almost a t,erm of abuse: it tneant election by the uneducated, inco1npetent mai1y. 

The emergence of the Labour Party 
The enfranchisem,ent of many more working-class voters was one of the 
main reasons for the emergence of "Lib-Labf MPs. These were workir1g-c]ass 

('Labout') l\1Ps who were part of the Liberal Party but voted independently 

on sp cifically working-class or trade union issues. Typically, they represented 
heavily working-,class constituencies ,such as coalmining areas. B1ecause MPs 
vvere unpaid, such MPs were usually salaried trade union leaders: t,,vo ,.vere 

el,ected in 1874, thirteen in 1885. Then, in the 1early twentieth century, an 

independent labour party was to emerge. 

The tet1rn 'Labour Party' was .first used 1n the late 1880s. In the 1892 gen.era]. 
election, Keir Hardie, an ex-min.er and trade union officiaL and two other men 

were elected as independent Labour MPs. The next yearf t}1e Independent 

Labo111· Party (ILP) was forn1ed. hi. the early years of the ILP, severa] of its 
leaders were recen't converts fro1n the Liberal Party, many of' them disillusion.ed 
with the Liberal Party's reluctance to accept working men as parliatnentary 

candidates. One of the1n was Ramsay :tvfacDonald who, 30 years laterf was to 

beoo1n,e the first Labour prime minister. 

Many ILP members were also trade unionists. For the1n, for1ning their own 
parliamentary party ,vas the best ,vay to protect themselves agajnst the powerful 

einployer organisations and their supporters in the Liberal and Conservative 

parties. They tended to be practical n1enf n1ore interested in achieving specific 
ai1nsf such as the introduction of o]d-a.ge pensions and the eight-hour day; 
rather than in developin,g revolutionary theories of class struggle. Keir Hardie, 
for one, even insisted that the tenn fsocialisY should not appear in the name 

of the party, arguing that Flabour was of broader appeal and more likely to ,vin 

supporters. 

In 1900, the Labour RepI"esentation Committee (LRC) was fonJ1ed 

specifically to support Ja distinct Labour group in Parliament'. By 1903, ov,er 100 

trade unions had joined the LRC and Keir Hardie had acrueved what had ah-vays 
been his 1nain aitn: a vital link had been forged betw'een the parlian1entary 

representation, of working people and their trade unions. 

In those heavily working-class constituencies wher,e the LRC hoped to be 

successful, their 1nain rivals for the ,vorkers' vote were the Liberals. The Liberals, 

who had lost the gerieral elections of 1895 and 1900 to the Conservativ,es, 
were weU a,,va~ that the LRC could split the working-class vote in 1nany 
constituencies. Both Liberal and Labour parties. saw the advantages of an 
electoral agree1nent not to contest key seats. In 1903,, the hvo parties reached 

... KEY FICiURE __j 
Keir .Hardie (1856- 1915) 

Born the i rlegrt,i mate son of a 
Scottish servant-g1rf. He had 
been a Uberat but l'ost farth tn 
the perty because of what he 
saw as rrs lack of support for 
striking Scottish miners. He 
became convi need that It was 
essential for t'he workers to 
be represented by an 
i'ndependent labour pa.rty. 

... KEYTERMS 

Independent Labour 
Party ( I LP) A po1I itical party 
founded in ,1993 to prom,ote 
working-das s ·interests. 

Socialist One· who 
advocates State contro~ of 
parts of the econo:my and 
grea:ter soda I equal tty. 

Labour Representation 
Committee ( LRC) A body 
formed to jmprove the ltves 
of working peopfe· through 
parJiam,entary actJon. it Jater 
became the labour Patty. 
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agreement: under this 'Lib-Lab Pact', the Liberals agreed not to contest a. 
nwnber of seats at the next general election. In return, the successfttl LRC 
m.embers of Parliament would support an elected Liberal gov,ernment. In the 
event, the LRC gained gveatly fro1n the pact and 29 of its candidates, including 

Keir Hardie and Rainsay MacDonald, were elected in 1906. On entering 

Parliainent, these MPs renatned themselves the Labour Party: 

Summary diagram: The third Representation of the People {Reform) Act 
1884-5 

Extended 1he franchise to rural, 80'% of adult mal,es. ooul,d 
county, householders n,ow vote 

I 
Extensive redistribution 

Th i·rd A epresentation of 
Led to reduction 

of pal1 iamentary seat,s to of landowning1 
urban and suburban the People (Refo.rm) Act i nflue nee in 

188,4-5 
areas Commons 

I 
Large working-class electorate facilitated 

emergenoe of Labour P,arty 

The Parliament Act 1911 
I 

.,... Why and to what extent were the powers of the House of lords 
reduced in 1911? 

·- - - - ---~------~----~--------~---------~----~---· 
At the start of the tw,entiieth centur~ the 111ost pressing issue concerning 
parliamentary reform \iVas the demand for f,emale suffrage (see Chapter 7). 

Ho,vever, for a brief period from 1909 to 1911, the qu1estio11 of refonn of th,e 
Hous,e of Lords became highly controversial. 

Throughout the nineteenth century there had been a large Conservative 
majority in th.e House of Lords. However, there ·had also been an infortnal, 
unwritten agre,en1ent bet\!\t,een the political parties about the use of the Lords:' 

powers: 

• The peers would not r,eject 'money bills' (budgets) passed by the elected 

House of Corrunons. 
• They might make a1n1endtn,ents to others' bills. 

• They retained the right to reject bills for constitutional change. 

In 1910-11, this unofficial agreem,ent broke down. and brought about a 
constitutional. crisis. 
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Th1e Lords had rejected several Liberal biUs o:ver the previous 50 years and, more 
significanHJr, ha.d recently defeated tVvO bills pas·sed by the Liberal government 
which had been elected with a h1-tge majority in 1906. O ne of these bills \<Vas to 

end the practice of plural voting whereby some, usually richer, 1nen could vote 

in more than one constituency. In 1907, the Libera] gover.1unen.t proposed to 
limit the powers of the House of Lords but no action ,vas taken. Then, in 1911, a 
political crisis brought the issue to the forefront of politics. 

The 4 People's Budget' 1909 

In April, David Lloyd George, the chancellor of the exche,quer, introduced 
a radica] budget. Jn order to pay :for the ,expansion of the navy and old-age 
pen sions, he proposed to incr1ease taxation of the wealthy. This was the first 

budget to introduce graduated taxes, ones which fall n1ore heavily on the rich. 

Income tax was to be increas,ed (for highest eaniiers) but most controversial ,vas 
the proposal to ilnpose a hventy per ,cent tax on the unearned increase in the 
value of1and when it was sold. This, and other, new taxes on lru1d appeared to 
target a particu lar privileged group, the landed classes. Perh aps Lloyd George, 

known to be an oppone.nt of inherited wealth, relished a confrontation of "peers 
versus people'. 

When it looked likely that the Lords might rejiect what was becoming known as 
the 'People's Budget", Lloyd George went on the offensive and attacked the peers 

in a speech. 

SOURCED 

f rom a speech by Lloyd George in Newcast le,, October' 1909,, 1quoted in Robert 
P,earce and Roger Stearn, Go·vernmentand Reform: Britain, 1815-191,B', Hodder 
& St:o,ughto,n, 1994. 

Let them rtal'ise what they are doing ... The qu1estio11 will be asked: 'Should 
500 men,, ordinary men, chosen accidentally frotn anzong the uneniployed, 
override the judgement - the deliberate jUidgem.ent - of millions of people who 
are ,engaged in the industry iohich rnakes the wealth of the country?' That is 
one question. Another one will be: 'Who ordained that ,a few should have the 
land of Britain as a perquisite [right}, who made 10,000 people owners of the, 
soil and the rest of us trespassers in the land of our birth? 
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The leaders of the Conservative Party, in both the Commons and the Lords, 

agreed that the budget should be defeated in the House of Lords. They kne\v 
this defiance would be unpopular, especially as the Liberals had a huge 
majority in the Commons, but they a rgued that thls was not an ordinary money 

bill: it constituted an attack on the ri,ghts of landed property and ,,vas thus 

unconstitutional. Therefore, the electorate should have a say before the Lords ]et 

it pass. The Conse.rvativ,es reckoned they might gain seats in Padia.me,nt in an 
election. as the Liberals ha.d been ]osi1.1g recent by-1elections. The Conservatives 

might even secu re an electoral victory over the Liberals. 

.. KEY FIGURE 

D·avid Lloyd George 
( 1863-1945) 

Born into a Nonconformi& 
WeJsh fa:mfly, he was 
chancello:r of the exchequer 
1908-J 5 and prim,e m,in.ister 
19116-22. 

J 

What crrtidsms of the 
Lords ~s Uoyd George 
making in Source D? 

? 
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Winston Churchill 
(1874-1965) 
Had been a Conservative MP 
before becom'ing a Liberal in 
I 904. He returned to the 
,coriservatives Jn 1924 and 
became chanceillor of the 
exchequer. He was prim·e 
minister 1940-5 and I: 95 1-5. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

The Parl'iament Bill 1911 

In Nove1nber 1909, the Lords r1ejected the budget by a huge majority and a. 
general election was held it, January 1910. The government presented the Lords" 

actions as a case of the selfishness of a privileged class and the election as an 

issue of (Peers ¥ersus People'. So1rne in the Lords argued that they were r sisting 
an act of 'class ,.va:r'. The 1election result ,,vas very clos,e but it sti]] deliv;er,ed a 
Liberal victory. The Conservatives accepted their defeat and the budget was 
passed. Now the Libends introduced a bill to llinit the powers of the House 
of Lords. A tninority of Liberals wanted to abolish the House of Lords. Some, 
lik,e Wilt t,01101urchill, vvho was home secretary in the Libera] governtn nt, 
preferred an e1:ected s,econd chamber (although he himself came from an 
aristocratic background). In the event, the Parlia1nent Bill was quite 1noderate: 

it prevented the Lords fro1n rejecting or even amending a money bill (to be 
defin,ed by the speaker of the, House of Co1nmons) but allovved the unelected 
upper house to delay other legislatio11 for up to two years,. How wou]d the Lords 
respond? 

The bill 1nade slow progress in Parliament, partly because Edward VI1 died in 

1910, and the goveni1nent did not want to involve the n,ew, vnexperi,enced kirtg, 
George V,. in a coi1stitutional strugg],e in whl,ch he might have to play a c,entral 
part. A cross-party constitutional conference was established to arriv,e at a 
co1npromise. It dragg,ed on and failed to arrive at a settle1nent so that, after a 

few months, George V found himself in the same position in which WiHiam IV 
had been in 1832. h1 other ·words, the new king was asked to ,create enough new 
peers to pass the bill if the Lords. f'ej,ected it. George V agre,ed, on hvo conditions: 

that the govenunent seek the opinion of the people by holding a11other election; 

and that his agree1nent to create new peers be kept a secret. 

The general el,ection, held in Deceinber 1910., aroused little int,erest in the 
constitutional iss.ue itself and the result was almost identical to that in January. 
Although some Conservative Flast-ditchers' refus1ed to give way and vot,ed to 

reject the bill, tnost followed the advice of their leaders and abstained. The 

biU was passed in. July 1911. The out,co1ne 111,eant that the Lords retain.ed th,eir 
power to de]ay a bill passed by the Con1mons for up to two years although 
they could not amend or defeat a money bill. The Parliament Act also reduced 

the period beh¥een elections from seven to five years, which 1neant that the 

Lords cou1d defeat bill s introduced during the last two years of a governn1ent's 
tem1 of office. Ho,.vev1er, their ,coinposition Vv"as unchanged: the House of Lords 
r,emained wholly unelected with the principle of hereditary succession it1ta,ct. 
(The issue of House of Lords' refor1n was still not resolved in the early t\venty­
first century.) 
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Payment for MPs 
The Parlia1nent Act also introduced salaries for MPs. This meant that working 
n1en could afford to give up their jobs and become 1vlPs. They no longer had to 

be sponsored by a trade union or political party. In the years ahead considerably 

more working-class men v11ere to be elected to Patlian1ent, particularly after 1918 
(see page 54). 

Summary diaaram: The Parliament Act 1911 

'People's Budge1' o,f 19109 Rejected by Lords and led 
proposed bfg taxes on land sales to c,on stit:ut.fo,nal crisis 

\ I 
Election of Parliament Act The Act ended 

January 1910 presented Lo,r,ds' power 
1911 

as • Peers vs People' of veto 

I \ 
Conserv,ativ,e opposition backed down I ntrocluced salari,es 

after second election for MPs 

The Representation of the People 
(Reform) Act 1918 

f 

t- What was the impact of the Representation of the .People Act 
I -

I 1918? 
I ~-----------------------------------------------------------

The extension of the franchise to aU me11 and tnost ,vrnnen in 1918 was the result 

of a patriotic consensus, not a popu]ar can1.paig11 in the country or a struggle 
betwe,en the 11r1ain. politicaJ patties in Pa.rliament. It grew out of a recognition 
of the wartilne sacrifice rnade by 'our soldiers'. In 1916., a few 1nonths before h1e 
becarne pritne 1nin:ister)" Lloyd George wrote that the soldiers 'have a right to a 
voice h1 choosing the Gov1errnnent that sends them to face peril arid death.' Ideas 
about respectability that had excluded 40 p r oent of 1nales fron1 the vote after 
1884 now seemed petty. 

The case for wo1n,en's suffrage, which had been agr·eed on by many in. 

Parliament, if not the political leaders, before the war, was now recognised as 
fully justified. !vli]lions ofwo1ne11 had shov,rn as much patriotism as the 1nen in 
their cormnitment to the '"'ar effort: they had worked as nurs,es, in the munitions 
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factories and offices and on th,e far1n,S. Many l\fPs no doubt also feared a revival 
of suffragette miljtancy (see page 118) \\7hen the war ended if wo1nen w,ere n.ot 
granted. the vote. 

However, the cross-party group which was set up i11 1916 to work out the details 

of parliamentary reform believed that many of the 1ne11 in Parlia1nent ,vould 
support female suffrage only if the majority of those women were tnarried. It 
was thought they would be more mature, .more likely to add stability to a society 
that had lost so 1nany ·men in war. For this r,easor1, it was decided! that women. 

had to be aged 30 or over to be a·ble to vote. They also had to be h.ouseholders 

or 1narried to hous holders. AU men over 21, together with those aged 
·nineteen and ov,er who werie on active service, were to be enfranchised. The 
'Representation of the People Act which ,enacted these provisions was passed i11 

February 1918, nine 1nonths before the ,end of the war. 

The redistribution of seats en uted that nearly all parHa1nentary constituencies 
were single-member seats and were of roughly equal size. Redistribution helped 
the Conservatives, as it had done in 1867 and 1884, by creatir1g more suburban, 

primarily middJe-,class, constituencies. It is thought that the nu1nber of seats 

d01nit1at,ed by the midcUe-class electorate rose fro1n 48 to ahnost 200 in 1918. 
The Act also cr,eated many 1nor,e coahnjnjng ,constituencies, whi.ch were to be 
the heartland of Labour Party support. The 11umber of seats in which miners 
made up at least 30% of the electorate rose from 3S to 55. 

This Act did not produce cornplete univ,ersal suf f:rag,e because: 

• it ],eft wo1nen. under 30 without the vote 

• in the general election of De,ce1nber 1918, about five to seven per cent of adult 

males were unregistered 
• also, there ,vas stiU som,e plural voting, which v~ras significantly reduced but it 

'\.Vas not .finally aboUshed untU 1948. 

Nevertheless., the :impact of war made Britain far more democratic. This/' the 

fourth Reform Act, gave the vote to more people than all pr,evious reform acts 

put together. It trebled the size of the electorat,e by enfranchising 5 n1il]jon 1nen 
and 8 million wo111en. 

Impact of the 1918 Act on the political parties 

The Act of 1918, together with the war, had a dramatic hnpact on party politics. 

In enfranchising millions of working-class men, it undoubt,edly gave a boost to 
the electoral fortunes of the Labour Party: in the general election of Dece1nber 
1918,, Labour's share of the vote rose frotn 7 to 22 per cent and its ntunber of 

seats fr01n 42 to 60. Of the 57 Labour :IvfPs elected in 1918, all were working ,class 
in origin and 49 were sponsor,ed by trade unions. Three-quarters of Labour MPs 
elected in the interwar years had receivecll only a11 ele1nentary education (usuaUy 
up to the ag,e of 13). 
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Electoral reform ,-vas a sigrrificant factor in Labour's replacing the Liberal Party 
as the main 'progressive' par-ty. However, Labour1s advance was also helped 
by the split that occurred it1 the Liberal Party in 1916 between those Liberals 

who supported Asquith and t11ose who supported Lloyd George. The ~i\.squith' 
and the 'Lloyd George' Liberals were not to be reunited until 1923 but, by then, 
great damage had been done to the party and the split 11ever really healed. The 
Labour Party was also helped by the fact that Lloyd George headed a coalition 
govern1nent v,lith the Conservatives after the 1918 electio11 and was therefore 
constrained by his Conservative coalition partners fron1 adopting some more 

radical measur,es. Another significant factor in Labour's rapid rise was the 
wartim.e growth of trade union me1nbership, from 4 1nillion to 6 1nil1ion, which 
meant more trade union funds for the Labour Party to fight el,ections. So 

dramatic was the surge in e]ectoral support for the Labour Party that, in 1924, it 

,v,as able to forn1 a government. 

NevetihelessJ despite the rise in support for the Labour Party, the Conservatives 
were the most successful party in. the 1920s, ,either in coalition \Vith Lloyd George 

or it1 goven1ment on th,eir own. They ,,vere in office for most of the decade. This 

is explained partly by the split in the opposition between Liberal and Labour but 

also by the sp1it within. the Liberal Party. However, the Conservatives were also 
very successful it1 recruiting and involving wo1n,en in the party organisation, 
particularly at local ]eve], and in electioneering. Despite a Liberal recovery in the 
1923 general election, the post-war era ,.vas to be dontlt1ated by the Conservative 

and Labour parties, not by Cons,ervatives and Liberals. 

The R,epresentation of the Beople (Equal Franchis.e) Act, which finally gave the 
vot,e to women on the same terms as 1nen (that is, at th,e a,ge of 21),, ·\vas passed it1 

1928. 

The decline in the power of the monarch 
The decline U'l the t.nonarch's right to appoint a prime tninister was largely a 
result of parlia1nentary refonn and the growth. of political parties. It be,ca1ne 
very noticeable after the Refor1n Act of 1832 (se,e page 28). Over 30 years later, 
in 1867, vValter Bagehot, a political journalist argued in his book1 The English 
Constitution, that: "'the sovereign has three rights- the right to be consulted, ·the 

right to encourage, the :right to warn'. In other words, the tnonarch could advise 

but that advice might not necessarily be foUowed. Queen Victoria largely took 

Bagehot's words as guidanc,e, as did her successors. 

In 1880, when the Liberals won the general ,e]ection, Quee11 Victoria w.ished 

to appoint the official leader of the Liberal Party, Lord Hartingto1\ as pritne 
minist,er in preference to Gladstone, who1n she disliked. Hov,,.~ever, the Liberal 

Party ,.vas deter1nined to see Gladstone as prhne minister and the queen had 
to give way. This was fur1ther confirmation that the right to appoint the pri1ne 
minist1er had passed from the Crov,ln to the political parties. British monarchs 
may hav,e rese11ted the limits imposed or1. their power but the 1nonarchy survived. 

SS 



56 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Summary dia9ram: The Representation of the Peopl,e (Reform) Act 1918 

Representation of the Peopfe (Reform.) Act 1918 
• Impact of war impe,Hed Britain into beooming a 

democracy Representation af 
• All men, and women aged 1over 301 we·re the People (Equal 

enfranoh ised - Franchise.) Act 1928 ... 
• 5 mH lion men and B million wo,men were granted Enfranchised women 

the vot,e aged ove,r 21 
• Labour Party emerged in 1920s as main 

opposition to Conservatives] 

-----
s Tine Liberal Reform B1ill of 1866 sp,lit the party 
: and led to a Conservative government, which 
: introduced its own bill. Steered through the 
-
~ Com,mons by B,enjamin Disraeli! the Act of 1867 
= was far more radical than anyone expected. lit also 

; 11 ed to a transformation of party pol1 it i ea.I organ i satJ on. 

: The secret ballot VJas introduced in 1872 and 
= electoral corruption Vvas .curbe·d in 1. 883. The thi,rd 
: Reform Act of 1:884- 5 ·enfranchised the majority -

Lloyd George's budget of 1909 led to a 

constitutional cri:si1s, the outco,me of which was a 
reduction 'in the po,wer of the House of Lords ,in 
the Pa:rliamerrt Act of 191 1. Before the end of the 

First Wor:ld War, there was cross-party support for 

the enfranchisement of aH adult rmen and for m.ost 

women . ~t was fel,tthatthe franchise had been 

earned by thetr commitment to the war effort 
Fina'llyl in 1928, al.I women were given the vote 

under the saime terms as men. 

--
-----5 
~ 
~ ---
------

---= of t he working class! furthering t he ded.ine of -
i E 
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~ Refresher questions 
Use these questions to rem~nd yourself of the key 
material coverad in this··chapter.. 

I Wrry did parl'iamentary reform become an 
i1mportant poi~tcaJ issue after ~ 865? 

2 Why were the Conservatiives so determined to 
pass a. 'm1easu re of parliamenta1ry reform in 

11866-7? 
J Wfiy did the Conservatives pass such a radicaJ 

Reform Act in J 867? 

4 What impact did the 186 7 Reform Act have on the 
deve1lopment of the Conservattve and Uberal 
parties? 

5 Wrry wa1s the BaHot Ad passed in I 872? 

6 What vvas the ]impact of the Corrupt and l1llegal 
Practkes Arevemion Act of I 883? 

7 Why was the third ,Reform Act passed in 1884-5? 

® Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

8 In what ways was the 1885 Redistrfbution M 
favourab!le to the Conservatives? 

9 Why did the decHne in poHtic-ai power ·of the 
iandown ing dasses speed up after I 8 8 5? 

I O How do you account. for the emergence of the 
Labour Party after l1 885? 

11 Why did the House of lords' rejection of the 190'9 
budget lead to a consth:utional crisis? 

12 By how much were the powers of the House of 
lords reduced in the ParHament Act of I 9 I I ? 

13 In what ways was the 19 18 Representation of the 
People Act so far-reach~ng rn rts effects? 

14 Why did the labour Party grow and tfne liberal 
Party dedin e after I 9 11 B? 

IS How did the power of the monarchy dedine in the 
nineteenth century? 

1 To what extent was the second Representatiion of the People (Reform) Act 1867 the key turning potnt tn the 
developm,,ent of po litica l. pa,rti,es in the years 1790- 1928? 

2 1ln the years 1815-1928~ the reform of pa diamentary representat1on was primarily driven by pressurer from 
those excluded from the franchise.' How far do you agree with this statement? 

3 1The Parliament Act of 1911 lfd to the 1most significant change 1n the re1lationship between the House of 
Co.mmons and the House of Lords in the years 1815-1928.~ How fair do you agre,e with this statement? 

4 How far do you agree that the th ird Repr,es,entati.on of the :Peopf.e (Reform) Act of 1884-5 was the key 
turnfng polnt in the development of democracy in Engla nd in the years fro·m 1790 to 1928? 
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Radical reformers 1780-1819 

This chapter will examine the impact of the French Revolution on British politics, especially 
the growth of radical politics. The end of the subsequent wars with France in 1815 led t-o 
several years of hunger, unemployment and a wave of popular protest. These topics are 
examined in this chapter through the following themes: 

* 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 

. :K~}f ,d~~t~s , 
·- ' 

1789 
1790 

1791 -2 
1792 

1792-5 

1815 

Outbrea.k of the French Revolution 1815 Corn Laws 

Burkeis Re~ections on the Revolution 1816-17 Harsh winter; nat ional petitioning 
in France • campa11gn 
Pai1ne's The Rights of Man 1816 Dec. Spa F;ields. meeting 

London Corresponding Sodety 1817 Suspension of habeas corpus 

formed Government ban ·Ofl ~arge meetings 

Leg1is!latii0in to, suppress the threat of June Pentridge dsing 
rad i·cal~sm 1819 Aug. 1Petedoo massacre~ 
End of war w ith France The Six Acts 

Radical reform in the time of the 
French Revolution 

_. How great a threat did radical reformers pose in the .1790s? 
I L------ -------------------------------------------------• 

The Fr,ench Revolution;{ whi,ch erupted in 1789f had a dra1natic itnpact on British 
political life. The poet Willian1 Wordsworth \,vrote, 'Bliss was it in that dawn to 
be alive, But to be young \-Vas very heaven[' However1 1nany in the governing 
c]asses vvere more restrained in their response. S01ne of them thought., rather 
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patronisingly; that the French were at ]ast catching up ,vith the British and nlight 
establish a constitutional 1nonarchy \Vith an ,elected ParUa1nent. The French 
R.evolution certainly caused widespread debate. 

In Nove1nber 1790, Bdn1und Burke published a book entitled Refiec.tions ori the 
Revolu.tian in France. Burke was not opposed to refonn but he was appalled by 
the vio]ence that, it, his view, acco1npanied :revolutionary change in France. In 
his book., he maintained that gov,en1ment derived its authority from custom and 

tradition, not fro1n the consent of the governed. He oelebrated rule by 1nonar,chy 
and aristocracy and .fielt that its overthrow would lead to the kind of anarchy 
,,vhich h sa,-v in France. 

'SOURCE A 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

from Edmund Burke, Refle,ctions on the Revolutio·n in Fran,ce, first published in 
1790, ,quoted in the Pensuin edition, 1986, P'w 111. 

The people of England ... look upon the legal heredita1y succession of their 
crown as aniong their rights, not as among their wro-ngs; as a benefit, not as a 
gri.evance; as a security for their liberty, not. as a badge of their servitude. They 
look on thef,~ame of their com1no11wealth, such as it stands, to be of inestimable 

value; and they conceive the undisturbed succession of the crown. to be a pledge 
of~ the· stability and perp,etuity of,all the other menwers of our constitution. 

I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I I I Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II II I I I 111111111111111 

Tom Paine and Th·e Rights of Man 
A]though Butke was hjghJy critical of events ·taking place in Franoe, n.any were 
excited by developments ~e the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the 

abolition of privilege. There were numerous responses to Burkefs book but by 
far the 1nost popular and influential ,-vas The Rights of Man by Tom Paine. Part I 

,.vas published in February 1791 and Part 11 in April 1792. Pairl!e applaud d the 
changes taking pJace in France. He dismissed Burke,,s insis tence on the need to 
follo,.v tradition and on the role of the 1nonarchy and the aristocracy. He wrote 

that Burk:e "pities the plutnage but forgets the dying bird'. 

SOURCE B 
IIIUl!U!IHIIHHl!!!ll!HH!Hl!!lll!IIUl!!U!!!IIIH!!!IHll!!HHl!!!!HH!!l!IUIHl!!ll!!lll!!lllll!Hl!!UHl!!IIIH!!!ll!!IIIU!!U!!!ll!!Ullll!UIIIIH!!IH!!!H!!!U!!IIHl!!!Hll!!ll!!U!!!IHH!!IIIH!!!l!Hl!!H!!UI 

F·rom Tom Paine'1 The Rights of ManJ first pub,lished in, 1791, quoted in Eric Evans, 
Parliamentary Reform, c.1710-1918', Longman, 2000, p. 96 .. 

There nev·er did, there never will, and there never can, e~ist a Parlia:rnent, or 
iany description of 1nen1 or any generation of men, in any count1y1 -possessed of 
the right or the pow.er of binding and controlling posterity to 'tl1e end of time'. 
... Every age and generation rnust be as f1 ;ee to act for itself in all cases as the 
ages and generations which preceded it . ... I am contending far the n'ghts of the 
living ... and Mr. Burke is contending for the authority of the dead over the 
rights ,ind freedom of the living. 

1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111~1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

.... KE.YTl!RM 

Declaration of the 
Rights of Man A document 
outl1ining the rights of citJzens 
in France. 

For what reasons, 
according to B u:rke in, 
Source A! do the ·people 
of Engl and' support 
heredttary monarchy? 

.... KEYFICiURE J 
Tom Paine (1737-1809) 

Bonn in Norfol,~ he later 
em rgrated to America and 
supported the cof:o niists, 
demand for i,ndependence· 
from Britain. Returned to 
Britain in !1787 but was forced 
to flee (to France) soo r, after 
the pubJkation of The Rights 
of Man. He died in Arneri'ca. 

How would Paine~ quoted 
in Source Bm defendr his 
as sert1io11 that Burke is 
•contending for the 
author,rty of the dead over 
the rights and freedom of 
the l'ivirngr? 
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... KEYTERM 

London Corresponding 
Society (LCS) Set up to 
campai.gn for manhood 
suffrage and to correspond 
(write to aJnd make links) wrth 
other reforming groups. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Paine opposed nde by ru1 aristocracy who exist only for 'idle luxury1 and he 
referred to the 'puppet shovl of hereditary 1nonar,chy and aristocracy. H ,e railed 
against unearned privilege and inherited,.\realth. He advocated s\,veeping 
r,efonns to improv,e the lives of working 1nen and ·women. For instance,. he 

called for free education for an and pensions for the elderly. Abov,e alt he caUed 
for universal tnanhood suffrage so that all 1nen, not just the rich or property 
owners, had the right to vot,e for their MP. Only then, he said, would ordinary 
working men get elected and have the opportunity to pass law-s through 
Parlia1n,ent that would benefit th ein. 

This vvas revolutionary material. Most alarining, to th governing classes, 
was the fact that the book was sold cheaply and became a. best:seller: 200,000 
copies of Part II were so]d ,vithin a yea:r. Many of the skilled workin.g classes 
were literate and, even if they could not read his work, 1nany \rvorking 1n,en and 

won1.en heard passages r,ead out in pubs, clubs and in their homes. Thes,e wer,e 
.not the kind of people traditionally involved in political discussion. No longer 
was political debate limited to the propertied classes. 

The London Corresponding Society (LCS) 

The French Revolution revitalised ·the n1ove1nen.t for parliamentary refo.rin in 
Britain. More than. that,. it stjmulated the demand for far rnore radical reform 

such as that advocated by Paine. In January 1792~ the London Corresponding 
Society (LCS) was for1n,ed. lt held weekly n1eetings and discussied the poverty 

and high prices faced by workh1g peop]e. However, it also adopted a political 
programme to deal \rlilith their grjevances. It caUed for universal 1nanhood 
suffra.ge, t1'1e secret ballot and the payment of MPs (so that working men could 
afford to give up their jobs and would not 11:eed a private incom.e if they v,.rere 
elected). None of these ideas ,-vas new. Some had been aired in the 1770s and 
1780s. What was new, and worried the governinen.t, was the social composition 
of the society. It was led by a shoe1naker, Thotnas Hard)~ and most of its 
members were skilled working men, craftsmen and s1rnall traders. Many were 
angry and impatient because of their exclusion fro1n the polihcal Jife of the 
nation. 

Of yet 1nore concen1 to the government~ and to the propertied classes generally, 

\\iras the fact that 111any 1nore such societies were formed in cities across thie 
country and that, as their name suggested, they corresponded ,.Yith ,each other. 

Furthennore, they corresponded \Vith groups in revolutionary France. They 
printed and disse1ninated pamphlets and,. at the height of their jnfluence,. in the 
1nid-1790s, they could call several thousand people out on to the streets for a 
detnonstration. 

The loyalist backlash 
Opposition to the radicals was not long in coming. Many people, especially 
a1nong the propertied classes, sprang to the defence of the existing system of 
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governn1ent. When the French overthrew the monarchy and, then, in January 
1793, ,execut,ed the king, most Britons were horrified. French violen.,ce was 
contrasted vvith British stability and prosperity. So-called 'loyalist" associations, 

with go¥ern1nent backing, were formed and they attracted widespread support. 

Loyalist ·propaganda appealed to the traditi011a1 hatred of France, witl1 \,vhoin 
Britain had fought t\Yo wars in the previous 30 years" and exploitied public fear of 
radical change. A concerted ca.mpaign of a.nti-radical propaganda ,.vas launched 
in newspapers, pamphlets a11d cartoons. One correspondent in the Manchester 
Mercun; urged action to 1crush those insidious vipers who would poison the 

n1inds of the people'. 

The government response 

In the 1790s, despite rnuch evidence of loya]ist support, the gover11rnent became 

increasingly afraid of the growth of radical societies and the upsurge of popular 

unrest. Reports fr01n loca] magistrat1es and informers reinforced the fear of a 
revolutionary conspiracy. A series of measures were passed to counter the threat: 

• In May and Dece1nber 1792, procla111ations against seditious writings were 
issued. Their main target was T01n Pain,e. Thes,e authorised the goven11nent 
to 1nake use of spi1es as wen as more convention.a] methods such as opening 
letters and jnfiltrating radicrul groups. 
lt1 1794f 41 radicals, in,cluding Thomas Hardy, were arrested and ch.a.rged 
with high treason. How1ever1 after Hardy ,¥as acquitted, further trials were 
abandoned. 

• Fro1n May 1794 to July 1795, habeas corpus was suspended. This enabled the 
authorities to round up suspects and detain thern indefit1itelywithout trial 

• It1 1795, when the radical threat was at its highest and muest \i\ras inflamed 

by harvest failure, food shortages and high prices, the Treasonable Practices 
and the Seditious .Meetings Acts, were passed. The former, made words, eithe.r 
spoken or writt,en, not just actions, ttieasonable: its ai1n was to intimidate and 
no radical was ,ever prosecuted tmder it. The latter prohibited meetings of 

more than 50 people without the approval of a rnagistrate. 

The decline of the radi·cal threat 

BJ the end of 1795, radicalism was largely silenced. Gov;errunent policy was a 

success. Its new pow,ers did not need to be used often and fewer than 200 people 

were convicted n1 the 1790s,. What made the legislation particularly ef£ective was 
the threat that it hung over the radicals. It enabled the authoriHes to intimidate 
and h.ara.ss their opponents., to arrest their leaders and silence their propaganda. 
lVIany ,.vere frightened into abandortlng the movement. 

Hovvever, the collapse of the radical tlueat is not only explained by Pitt's .,rei,gn 
of terror·. Once war had broken out between Britain and France in eady 1793, 
patriotic feeling in Br.itain led many to vievv the radicals as traitors, ,even as 

ene1ny a,gents working to destabilise B.ritain. Far more people joined loyalist 

... KE:VTERMS 

Seditious Using l1anguage 
encouraging rebellion aga,inst 
the State. 

Habeas co1rpus A Latin 
phrase meanfr,g you have 
the body '. The !law of 
habeas corpus sa1d that 
anyone arrested had to be 
charged w rth an offence and 
brought before a court. The 
government resorted to the 
suspenslon of habeas corpus 
aga1ln/in 18 I 7. 
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associati011S than radical societies: at its height, the LCS had no more than 
5000 members ,,vhile Loyalist associations far outnumbered radical societi.es. 
The revival of patriotism had the effect of dampening down enthusiasm for 

radical reform. Pitf".s poHcies were accept,ed by t1:-~e propertied classes,. who felt 

most threatened by popular radicalisn1, and also by 1.nany working people. 

Nevertheless, although radicalis1n quietened dow~n, it djd not disappear. It went 
underground and it r,eappeared again before the end of the war against France. 

Summary diagram: Radical reform in the t ime of the French Revoluti,on 

French Revolution led to publicatio.n of: 

• Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France, defending rule by monarchy 
and alis,toc racy 

• Paine's The Rights of Manj calling for manhood suffrage 

.~ 

Growth of radicali sm ; as seen in the London Correspondjng Soojety, 
provoked: 

• 
• 

I 

A loyalist bacldash 
Governmen1 repr-essii0n of radicali,sm 

~ 
Radicalism silenced by end of 1795 

The effects, of the war with 
Franc,e 

l)t,, Why did the end of the war lead to hardship and discontent? 
I L----------------------------------------------------------· 

Ludd.ism 

In the 1800s,. when the threat of ir1vasio11 receded, the campaign for ref-0rm 
slowly began to be revived. But something quite new aJso emerged: in 1810- 11 

tl1ere wer1e reports of men with blackened faces attacking factories and 
111iUs by night. These reports ca11~e fro1n the industria1 tmvns and viUages of 
Nottinghatnshire, Lancashire and Yorkshire. Most o.f the attacks. were on mills 
and factories that had installed new machines,, especially in the, textile industry, 
and it was often the new 1n achines that ,-vere singled out for destruction. The 

perpetrators w,ere inostly skilled tnen who still used traditional, hand-operated 
machinery for spinning, weaving and other processes. These craftsmen felt their 
jobs and liv1elihoods to be under threat from the new 1nachines and from the 
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e1nploy1nent of more and more women and childr n to 1nit1d the n1achines in 
the new tnills and factories. 

The attackers were known as Luddites after a figure called Ned Ludd ,vho was 

said to inspire and lead these men. He was portrayed as a kind of Robin Hood 

figure but it is unlikely that such a historical figure ever existed. Thousa11ds of 
troops w,ere stationed in the north. and Mid]ands to ,counter the Luddite threat. 
Machine breaking,vas 1nade a capital offence. After several executions and the 
return of better economic conditions, Luddite outbreaks petered out. But they 

had shocked the authorities. 

The Luddite attacks were not politicaUy motivated; they w 1ere not part of an 
organised ca1npaign for political rights. Ho\,vever, when the war 1ended in 1815" 

things were to cJ,ange and a natio11wide, political agjtatior1 did emerge. Its aim 

was co1nplet,e manh.ood suffrage so as to secure the vote for all adult tn,en. Before 
we xamine this. new, radical campaign; we need to look more clos ly at the 
economic and political situation in Britain at the end of the ,iV'ar in 1815. 

The end of the war 1815 

Britain 1emerged from the \t,rar victorious. Yet it had beei1 very ,e,xpensiv,e. To 
finance ·the war, the goven1tn1ent had had to increasie taxes. It had a]so borr-owed 
a vast a1nount of tnoney. This meant that the govern1nent would have to 
raise 111oney in tax to pay the interest, let alone pay off the debt complete]y. 

1n the years after the war, inteiiest paid on these loans used up 80 per cent of 

government inco1ne. 

During the war., the govenunent had introduced a new tax, a11 inco1ne tax, 
which only the rich, for obvious reasons, paid. When the ,var ended, 1v1Ps 

re1ninded the gov1ernn1ent of its pro1nis-e that inco1ne tax would onl) be 

temporary, a war-tim measur,e. Most MPs n.ow insisted that incottne tax be 
dropped and the government was forced to give way. Instead of this direct 
tax, Parliatnent now introduced new indirect taxes. These included taxes 

on everyday itern.s like sugar, tea, soap, ca11dles, beer a11d tobacco. They ,vere 

collected indire,ctl)'~ through the increased costs of thesje items. Th se taxes 
,vould hit the poor just as hard as the ri.ch. In fact., they would hit the poo.r much. 
harder since a much higher percentage of their income would be spent on these 

items. 

On top of in,creased taxation ca1ne unen1ployn1ent. Over 300,000111en 
returned fro1n war service ]ooking for work and, in thos,e days, ther-e """ere 
no pensions or allowances paid to war veterans as w1e rnight expect today. 

Furthem1ore, industries like textiles (producin.g army uniforms) ru1d coal, iron 

and engineering (producing weapons) now .. found that governm,ent contracts 
dti1ed up and so more workers '"'ere laid off. Ev n worse was to fo11ow when the 
govern1nent decided to ban imports of foreign ,!\Theat. 

... KEVTERMS 

Capital offence A cd1me 
whrch carried the death 
penalty. 

Dire1ct and indir-erct taxes 
0 1irect taxes, l1ike income 
tax. were paid d i1rectly to, the 
State. lndrreci taxes were paid 
on goods as part of the pdce 
pa id when P'U rchasjng those 
goods. 
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Com Laws Laws which 
i'mpos ed tadffs. or ,, mport 
duti·es, on foreign wheat. 
1:n factF t he 1import of wheat 
was banned until the price 
of British wheat reached 
80 shillings (£4) a quarter 
(about I 3 !kg). 

'CJass legislation' Law or 
laws passed to favour one 
parti cu Jar class, in thi1s -case the 
l1anded da.ss. 

Protest, Agitation and ParUam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

The Corn Laws 1815 

During the war, Britait, had had to rely ahnost ex,clusively on its own fann.ers 
to produc,e the \Vh.eat needed to 1rnake bread. No~ \Vith the '\t\rar ended, the 

landowners, who do1ni1:\ated Parliament, detnanded a ban on itnports of foreign 

wheat. They said that B'dtain needed to be self-sufficient in case of another 
war and because the population was rising so .fast. They knew that hunger and 
famine had been one of the major causes of the French Revolution and ,vere 

detennined to avoid such a revolution in Britain. They also re1runded Parliatnent 

t]1at agri,culture en1ployed marny more people than any other i11dustry and 
c]aimed that hundreds of thousands of far1ners (and farm labour, rs) ,cou1ld be 
out of work if Britain was flooded with cheap foreign wheat. 

However, critics of the goven11nent sa1v it very diffefiet1tly. When the Corn Laws 
were passed in 1815, th,e Govem111ent1s opponents. said it was purely 'clas 
legislatio11'1 passed by a landowning Parliatnent for completely selfish r asons. 
They accused Parlia1nen.t of passing the laws simply to safeguard landowners' 
profits and rents. It was taxes like these that convinced 1nany outside Par1ia1net1t 

that they 1could never expect fair.ness and justice unless the systetn of elections to 

ParHan1ent wa.s coinpl,etely changed. In other \VOrds, they would hav,e to reso1-t 
to poUtical 1neans in order to improve their living conditions. 

Summary diagram: The effects of the war with France 

Luddite risings 
te.g1. machine bre,aking) 

~ pro,voked harsh 
government response, 

Economic effe,cts of war: 
Com Laws: • Increased governm,en1 debt 

• Led to new taxes on everyday goods. _. an economic necessity 
or nak,ed 'class' • Hit 'the poor hardest 

• Post-war unemployment legislation? 

The growth of popular 
radicalism 1815-19 

I 

1Jii,, What was the impact of extra-parliamentary protest? 
I -
L-----~-------- -

During the years from 1815 to 1819 radical agitation took three rnain forms. 

These v'ilere: 

the campaign in the press 
political clubs 

public 1neetings. 
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The radi'cal press 
The first was the campaign in the press. The ~father' of all ne\<vspaper agitators 
,:vas Major John Cartwright. A gentleinan-farme.r by background, he had 
been in tl1e forefront of radical poliHcs for 40 years. He argued tl1at n1anhood 
suffrage had been guaranteed in Saxon times and had been ]ost at the tinrte of 
the Norman conquest in 1066 .. h1 the early 1800s, he had spent .months. travelling 
in the Midlands,. the north and Scotland to se,e for hi1nself how these areas had 
been affected by economic hardship. He had worked hard to convert his listeners 

a11d readers to the cause of parlian1entary refon11 and to establish links between 
reformers a,cross the country. 

William Cobbett and the Political Register 
The most widely read of all journalists was Willi am Cobb ett. Like Cartwrigl1t, 
he had also trav,eUed thousands of 1niles round Britain, on horseback, in order to 
win suppot1 and team molie about living and working conditions. He produced 

a Weekly Poli.ticnl Register. When it was published as a short pamphlet for 2d. 
a week, it ,vas read by tl1ousands. And for ev,ery person who read it, there were 
many1nore who found out from friends, fa1nily or workmates what it said. 

Cobbett had no doubt who was responsible for the people's suffering. He 
attacked the government and their hangers-on. In particular, he singled out the 

'placemen' ,,vho recewed incon1es, paid for fro1n taxation, for the 'places' they 
held in ,governnient. He also attacked the govenunent 'pensioners' who re,ceived 
money,vhen they retired. He railed against the "fundholders:~ those who had 
lent 1noney to the goverrnnent and lived off the inco1ne they received i.t1 interest. 

He said they ,vere 'parasites' and ''taxeat,ers'. He accused the governing classes 
ofbeing'unproductive1 and 'idle' and contrasted then1 with the "industrious 
classes1

, the Vvurl<in,g men and wo1nen who starved so that the rich could live in 
luxury. He champion.ed the cause of working people and he knew exactly where 
to lay the blam,e for the workers' suffering. 

SOURCE C 
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From William Cobbett, PoUtical Register, Novembe·r 1816. 

As' to the causes of our present 1niseries, it is the enormorus arnount of taxesJ' 
ivhich the govenzrnent compels us to pay for the support of its army, its 
placen1enF its perlsioners etc. and for the payment of the interest of its debt. 
That this is the real cause has been a thousand times proved; and it is now so 
acknowledged by the creatures of the government thenzselves. Tht tax gatherers 
do not, indeed, come to you and derrland money of you: ,but, there are fe:w 
articles which you use, in the purchase of which you do not pay a tax. 

11 • 11111111111111111111111111111 i 1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 • 11111111111 i 11111111111 • 11111111111 •11111111111 • 1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

The Vvi11ter of 1816-17 was very harsh. The.re had been a poor harvest in the 
sumtner and bread prices rose higher than. they had ever been before. Cobbetfs 
arguments found an ,enthusiastic response a1nong the working classes. It was 

f8'- KEY FIGURES 

John Cartwright 
(1740-1824) 

A rad~cal reformer s,nce the 
I 770s1 he founded the 
Hampden Club (see page 66) 
i,n 1812. 

William Cobbett 
(1763-1835) 
His Political Register vva,s the 
most widely read rad~caJ! 
journal in the years after 
18 :15. To avoid arrest1 he fled 
to America 1in 118 11 7 r return~ng 
rn 1a 1: 9. lln 1832,hebecame 
the radical MP for Ol,dham, 
an industriat t,own 1in 
Lancashire. 

Who and what is Cobbett 
bl:a:m'.ir,gfor 1our pres~nt 
m r:se ries1 i r, Source C? 
What type of tax is he 
condemning in the· last 
sentence? 
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CIII- KEYTERM 

Hampden Club This was 
named after john 1Ha'mpden, 
a harsh critic of the kingfs 
government at the start of the 
civi,I war in the seventeenth 
century. 
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said that Cobbett1s ,vritil1gs were beil1g read in nearJy ever.y cottage i11 south 
Lancashire and the east Midlands in the v.rint,er of 1816-17. Sainue] Ba1nford}' 
a radical Lancashire w,eaver, \Vrote that Cobbetes 1influ.ence \.Yas speedily visible; 
he directed his readers to the true cause of their sufferi11gs, - misgov,ern1nent; 

and to its proper corr,ective -patliarnentary refor1n1
• 

Political clubs 
Many of Cobbett's readers attended meetings in pubs, chapels and cottages 
in these years: the radical club, wher,e these people gathered, was the second 
form of agitation, The best known of thes was the Hampde11 Club founded 
in 1812. 

The club had been established by Cartwright and others jn order to agitat,e 
for what was called a 'general suffrage'. They ailned tovtin over 'respectable" 

support for refortn. Most 'resp ctable' people ·vvere far too afraid of radical 
ideas}' fearing that they 1night lead to revolution, and not many joined. 
However, working men set up Hampden clubs in the jndustrial areas of 
Lancashire, Yorkshire and the Midlands. They were open to any man able to 

pay 1d. a week subscription. This 1noney could then be used to finance the 
publication of pa1nphJets supporting manhood suffrage and the abolition of the 
Com Laws. 

In 1816-17, the Han1pden clubs organised a petitioning ca1npaign. The 

presentation of a petition to Parlian1ent was a long-established and legal 1n,ethod 
of expressing public opinion. In hundreds ofviUages and towns, especially 
in the industrial areas o.f Lancashire, Yorkshire, the Midlands and centra] 
Scotland,, meetings were held and signatures collected. All demanded refonn 
of Parlian1ent and most called for an end to the Corn Laws and fur fairer taxes. 

Some of the strongest support was in Lancashire, whete thousands of handloom 
weavers,, threatened with the loss of their jobs,, w,ere at the .forefront of the 

agitation. Villages atld towns across the country held meetings and selected 

repres,entatJves to attend a natio1l\vide meeting in London. 

Publ'ic meetings 
The third form of radical agitation was the public m,eeting. Th.is is most closely 

associated with the 11a1ne of Henry Hunt (see profile opposite). Like Cartvvright 
and Cobbett, h e ,ca1ne from a fanning b,ackground. Kno\.vn as Orator Hunt 
be,cause of his fiery speeches, he beca1n,e a hero to the 1A1orking classes. He 
had no interest u, winning the support of 'gentleman refonnent. h1stead,, he 
looked to hug:e outdoor 1neeHngs., attended by "tne1nbers unlimited'}' to rouse 
tllle 111asses and provide a springboard for a risirig. He did not want any riots: 

he b,elieved that it was by being ,veil organised, orderly and p,eaceful that the 

masses could demonstrate their newfound power and discipline. In the face 
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Henry Hunt 
1:773 Born 

I' 810 Imprisoned for assault 

18 '16 Spoke at Spa Fields meettng in London 

1819 Main speaker at St Peter1s F1iel1d meeting in 
Manchester 

Arrested~ tried and 1,mprisoned 

1822 Released from p!dson1 

1830 Became MP fo.r Preston 

1833 

[835 

Founded the M etropoliita n Pol ttica I U n1on 

lost h.is seat in IParllament and ret1ired from 
poHtics 

D1ied 

Henry Hiunt came from a prosperous Wiltshi1ire farming 
famil'y. As a young man he became involved in radical! 
palrtics and, white in prison, he met Wi,lliam Cobbett. 
O·n his rel.ease, he campaigned for universa~ manhood 
suffrage and, ,n the years after 11815, he became the 
most promrnent and the most populart radica:l 11eader. 
A folk hero, he was dis1dngui,shed by his white top hat 
and h1s ·flamboyant personal',rty. He was we~I known for 
his rousing speeches and thousands would walk for mil'es 
to hear him speak at big open-aFr meetings. 1He was the 
main speaker at the Petedoo ,m,eeting in Manchester 
,n 1,819 (see page 70); he was arrested and l'ater 
imprisoned for two years for 1h is part in the episode. 

Hunt became IM IP for Preston in 183 0. Th is was a 
ipopular' constituer,cy1 with a large el'ectorate and, 
in the j 830 election, 1Hunt def@ated the ant~ .. reform, 
Tory cand~date. He opposed the I' 832 RefO'tm Act 
(see page 22) because iit d1d not grant the vote to 
working men. 

1411111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111....~ 

of meetings of such huge 11u1nbers, the govemm,ent would find it hard to 
resist the people"s detnands. This n1ethod was kno,,v"'n as the 1n1ass platfor111': 
massive de1nonstratio11s, and the coHection of thousands of signatur,es, for 
petitions to Parlia1nent., ,.vou]d form the platform for putting irresistible pressur1e 
on Parliament to r,efortn itself. The la.rgest me,etings were held in citjes like 

Manchester, Birmingham and London. 

The Spa Fields meeting, London, December 18.16 

In Decetnber 1816., a huge .rneeting \Vas held at Spa Fields .in London. Henry 
Hunt was due to address the crowd. The atmosphere VY~as like that of a carnival. 

People in their thousands poured into the city, ,vhole families, clubs and 
comtnunities, both fro1n within the city and fro1n outlying viHa,ges. There were 
banners and bands, tnarket stalls and slogans. ·Befotie the 1neeHng, leaflets were 

circulated among the crowd (see Source D, page 68). 

Before Hunt arrived; a s1nall section of the ·crov{d rioted,. breaking into gun 
shops, seizing weapons and marching tmv.ards the Tower of Lon.don. The riots 
lasted for several hours and ther-e was looting. However, the 1najority of the 
people in the crowd ,.vere peaceful. They v\i"'ere also loyal and ... when the band 

played the .national anthetn, thousands joined in the singing of 'God, Save the 

King'. When Hunt arrived, they heard hin1 call for lower taxes and the reform of 
Parlian,en t. 
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For what reasons does 
• Sourc-e D suggest the 

authorities might be 
fearful ,of :mass meet1ngs? 

GIIJ.- KEYTERM 

~gent The future king, 
George IV. 

l .. KEY FIGURE 

Lord Castlereagh,] 
Robert St-ewart 
(1769-1822) 

A Tory government m'inister 
and leader of the House of 
,com,mons. 
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SOURCED 
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From a leaflet at the Spa Fields meeting, London~ December 181& 

BRITONS TO ARMS! 

THE WHOLE COUNTRY WAITS THE SIGNAL FROM LONDON TO FLY 
TO ARMS! HASTE1 BREAK OPEN GUNSMITHS AND OTHER LIKELY 
PLACES tofind arms! Run all constabl.es who touch a man of us; no rise of 
bread; no Regent; no Castlereagh, off with their heads; no placemen., no 
taxes, no bishops. 
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H ,ALF A 
~ 11 J... 1L, Ot'l!I 

l. 1\tE ,,.., 

ii PL t. N 1> ro 
L"><u~y 

• 

f ,igu re 4. I A drawing showing placards at the Spa Fields meeting. Oecem ber I B 16. 

In 1817, Parliament received over 700 petitions,. so1ne signed by thousands. 
Although there ,-vere a few radicals in Parliament and so1ne 111e]nbers of the 

Whig Patty were sympathetic, 1nost MPs '\¥ere afraid of this demonstration of 
popular feeling. They certainly did not want to grant the vote to all tnen. The 

petitions were ignored or disrnissed. 

Summary dia1ram: The srowth of popular radicalism 1815-19 

Popura:r ag,ita.tion consisted of= 

• A radical press campaign, e.g . Cobbett's Political Register 
• Political clubs 
• Public meetings 

+ 
Spa Fhelds meeting in London, 1816! addressed by Orator Hunt 

~ 
Petitions ignored by Parliam,ent 
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I 

The government response to 
radical protest 

t'" How effective was the governmenf s response to popular; 
i extra-parliamentary protest? 
.. __ 

The government knew that hunger and hardship tnotivated 1nany of the 

demonstrators. The home secretary., Lord Sidn1outh, l1ad written to his 
brother in the sun1m1er of 1816: 'It is to the autumn and winter that I look with 
anxiety'. He knew that ,A!a.s ,vhen the effects of a bad harv,est artd a depression 
in. trade would hit hard.est. But the goviemment also felt threatened. These 

detnonstrations s1nacked of revolution, especially when they turned vio]ent. 
\'\Then the Regent's coach vvas attacked soon after th,e Spa Fields riots,, the 

gov1ern1nent suspended the la,v of habeas corpus (see page 61). This meant 
that p ,eople could now be arrested and held without trial: they would not have 

to be charged with a specific offence or appear before a court . They could be 
arrested and itnprisoned sitnply on suspicion of being revolutionary. h1 March 

1817, Parlia1nent passed an Act which made it ille.ga] to hold a 1neeting of 1nol"\e 
than 50 people. These actions taken by the government became known as the 
'Gagging Acts'. 

'VVith large 111eetings banned and habeas corpus suspended, the radicals were 

forced underground and i11to secriecy. The p]a11ni11g of ]arge 111eeti11gs and the 
co-ordination of their activities now becatne .far 1nore difficult. False na.mes 
and secr1et codes v...,.ere adopted. The government reso11ed to the use of spies 
and inforn1ers. These age11ts provocate-11.rs would ·pretend to be agitators, jojn 
radical groups and encourage uprisings. They ,vou]d help i11- the plan11ing of 

such risings and then let the governtnent know the details. In this way, the 
authorities would be ready to catch the r-ebels red-handed. 

The Pentridge rising1 June 1817 

Tb,e 1nost fa1nous go~errunent spy was known sitnp1y as 'Oliver'. He infiltrated 
a group of discontented workers in Derbyshire and led the1n to believe that, if 
they rose up and marched on Nottingham .. their rising wou]d be the start of a 
nation,.vide rebellion a11d they would receive support fro1n many other parts 

of the country. On a rainy night in June 1817, abuu t 200 1nen \.Vith pikes, forks 
and a feii\r guns set off fro1n Pentridg1e in D1erbyshire to n1arch to Nottingham. 
When they arrived in. Nottingham, they w1ere met by troops and rounded 
up. Follov.,d11g a trial, the leaders v,.rere hanged and 30 w,ere transported. The 

trial and executions 1nay have served as a deterrent to other agitators but the 

govern1n1ent's involv1ement led to a public outcry. The ]ast words, uttered by one 
of the rebels on the scaffold, were: 'This is the work of the Gove.rnment and 
Oliv,er'. 

... KEVTER.MS 

Agents provocateurs 
Men em p,loyed by the 
govenn1ment whose job was 
to i n:fit-trate radica'I groups and 
provoke them into taking 
actions which would lead to 
thejr anrest. 

·Transported Sent to a pena!I 
colony, often Australia. 
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Peterloo, August 1819 

In 1818, there was a slightimprove11J1ent i11 trade., a fall jn une1nploytnent and,, for 
a short thne, so1ne relief fro1n the hardship of the previous two y,ears. The law of 

habeas corpus was restored and the ban on la.rge meetings was lifted. h11819F 
four monster n1eetings were planned as a demonstration of radical, working­
class strength. The last one was to take p]ac,e in St Peter's Field, 1v1anchester, in 
August. 

Radical clubs and political unions frotn across Lancas]1ire prepared for the big 

day. S01ne took part in military-style drilling before 1narching into Manch1ester. 
Who]e families turned out in their 'Sunday best', ·their best clothes, keen to take 
the opportunity to hear Orator Hunt, 1the intrepid cha1npion of the _people"s 
rights', as he was known in the north. Thefe were brass bands and, when the 

n1archers heard the national anthen1 played, 1the people for the 1nost part took 

off their hats1
, according to one eyewih1ess. There were probably ove 1 60,000 

present. 

Faced by this show of strength, the Mancli[lester magistrat1es decided to Fbring th1e 

matter to issue'. One of the1n declared: ,,If the agitators of the country detertnine 

to persev,ere in their meetil1g, it will n cessarily prove a trial of strength and 
there must be a conflict.' 

The 1.ocal authorities got ready. The yeomanry, a volunteer cavalry force 

mostly n1ade up of 1'vlanchester traders and shopkeepers, wer1e called up and 
professional troops w,ere ot1 stand-by. The 1nagistrates gav th,e order for the 
arr1est of Henry Hunt. A s the yeomanry tried to reach hhn, the crowd clos,ed 

ranks to stop them doing so. In the panic that followed, some of the yeo1nanry 

used their swords to ,clear a path and later the troops were sent in. 

There are many conflicting opinions about what exactly happened. Some said 
the yeomanry werie drunk. They \\i'iere certainly inexperienced, probably afraid 

for their lives. VVhat we do know is t11at ,eleven people w,ere killed and 400 

injuredI 1nany of the1n crushed in the stampede as they tried to escape. AtTiong 
the dead were hvo women and a child. The ,event becaine known as 'Peterloo'., a 

mocking co1npar-ison with the British victory at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. 

There was an outcry in the press,. inclttding The Times (see Source 1, page 74) 

and other nliddle-class papers. Ev1en in ParHan1ent, the government's critics 

made tnuch of tl1e 1n1assacre1
• The governrnei1t crune it1 for criticism when 

they congratulated the Ma.nchest _ r magistrates for th _ ir 1pro1npt, decisive 
and efficient m.ea sures for the preservation of public tranquillity1

• As th,e story 
of what happened was told and retold, the radicals attracted more and more 

sytnpathy and support while tl1e goven1111,ent became increasingly unpopular. 
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~Manchester heroes•~ a cartoon by George Cruik.shank. 
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The Six Acts 1819 

Yet it was the gov,emment that now took the initiative and went on the offensive; 
it rushed the Six Acts through Parliament. The Acts: 

• banned 1nilitary-style drilling and trait1ing 

• gave ma.gistrates incrieased po,,vers to search for arms 
• banned public meetings of over 50 people unless they had niagistrates' 

. . 
pernuss1on 

• spe1eded up trials 
• itnposed further restrictions on the press 
• increased the tax, or stamp duty, on newspapers so as to mak,e radical 

,.Yritings, like those of Cobbett., too expensive for poorer people. 

These tough laws enabled the authorities to suppress po]itical activity further. 
Then, in March 1820, the leaders of the St Peter's Field 1neeting, including Henry 

Hunt, ,vere put on trial and unprisoned for 'asse111bling,\tith unlawful banners 
at an unlawful meetit1g for the purpose of ,exciting discontent'. Hunt was 
released in. October 1822. 

What is the message of 
the cartoon iri So·urce E? • 
H,ow effective do you 
think such i,mages were iir1 

the po lh: i·cs of t he, -rime? 
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The dee.line of popul,ar protest 
In the ,early 1820s1 trade improved. With the arrest of their l,eaders. and .an 
econo1nic recovery underway, the peop]e"'s support for radica_l politics subsided. 

The post-war mov,ement had built up a solid body of working-class support but 

the goverrunent and 1nost of the property-ownin,g classes were detern1ined 11ot 

to give way to radical demands for 1nanhood suffrage. The government kept its 
·nerve, and it had a strong and loya] army to rely on. The la.ck of middle-class 
support for refortn made it ,easier for the govern111ent to contain tl1e cainpaign. 

The radicals had learnt their lesson the hard way and, when the reforn1 

movement -reviv,ed in 1830, they strov,e to maintain a good working alliance with 
the middle-cJass supporters of parliamentary reform. 

Summary dia9ram: The sovern ment response to radical protest 

Government respo FI ded to t he radical t hrea1t by: 

• Suspending habeas corpus 

• Banning meetings, of more 1han 50 peopfe 

• Using spies 1o uncover radjcaJ activities 

~ 
Mass meeting in Manchester in 1819 led to further government repression: 

• 11 died and hundreds injured at 'Peterloo,' 

• The Six Acts 
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I \ ---i=: -----~ -----_ The Frerich Revolution stimulated much 

- po:litjcal debate in Britain. Burke!s Rerections 
~ on the Revolution in France and Paine's Rights of 
-
~ Man represented opposing Britiish views. The 
~ 

: emergence -of radical societies1 such as the London 

~ ,correspo,ndirig Soci.ety, was m,atched by the growth 
: of iloyalist assodationsm wh ille the government 

The years from 18:15 to 1'819 saw a revtval of 

agitation for radical' reform of Parli,a,ment. lit was 

far more w,idely supported than the campalgn had 
been in the 1179'0s. rt was sustained by a radical 

pre·ss, polit ical! clubs and mass meetings. The mass 
rneetings at Spa Fields, in London , in l 816 and at 
St Peter's Fiel,d led to the so-calile,d 1Gaggfng Acts' 
of 1817 and the Six Acts of 1819. The actions of the 
authori:ti es in Manchester were wide~y condemned 

~n much of fhe press but were defended by the 

--~ --§ 
::l ---..,. 

---

------~ --
------i responded to the radical threat by passing repressive government. The arrest of radical leaders and 

_ !legis1atlion. The· government was shake·n by Luddite econom.ic recovery in the early 1820s contributed to ; 
! outbreaks and, after the end of the war, in 1815, a decline In popular radical activity. ~ 
= :imposed higher taxes which particu,lar.ly hit work,ing ~ 

; people. T he Corn Laws were particularly hated. ; 
\ j 

l'°IJfrJ 11111,! I 111111~ 1m1111m I! I IIUI I! IHI I! 11111 11 ! I Ill 111 111 11 11 1111111 11111111 1111111111111 111111 ! !UII I! 11111111m1111111111 ! 1111 tl 1,11111 ! 11111 tl ! 1111 Ii! 11111 tl ! I Ill 11 111m 11 111111!1111111 111111 ! I IUI 1111111111 IUI 11111m1 ! !1UII I I IIII I I !1UI 1.111111 11 ! 1101 Ill !II I I I lilOl l 1.1 "~\\~ 



Chapter 4 Radical reformers 1780- 1819 

~ Refresher questions 
Use these questions to rem~nd yourself of the key 
material coverad in this··chapter.. 

I What threat did the radical reformers pose to the 
government in the 1: 790s? 

2 Why did the publication of Tom Pa~ne's The Ri,iits 
of Man have such a great ,impact? 

3 How dld the government respond to radh:aUs.m: Jn 
the 1790s? 

4 Who W·ere the Luddrtes? 

S What were the effects of 'the end of the war wrth 
France? 

Q Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

6 What were the ,corn Laws? 

7 Why did so many working peop'le demand 
parliamentary reform after r 815? 

8 What was the impact ofWilti·am Cobbett's fbJmcal 
Register? 

9 What was the ;importance of jof:ln Cartwright and 
the Hampden c1ubs? 

I O Whai happened at Peterloo? 

I I Whffi was the government's response to popu:lar 
protest? 

12 Wnat were the Stx Acts ·Of 18 19? 

1 1How great a threat d·id radi ca l reforrmers pose to the government from 1790 to 1819? 

2 How effectiv,e was the government irn deaUng wtth the thr,eat of radi ca l refor1mers from 1790 to 18197 

3 To what extent was poverty the cause of popular radf Gd ism from 1790 to 1819? 

4 jThe la ck of wfdesprea d popular support was the m,a in reason for the fa 1i!I ure of ra di ca 1I reformers to a,ch leve 
parliamentary reform· in t:he yea rs 1790 to 1819.' Mow fa,r do you agree with tthiis statem,ent, 
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SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTION 
1 Assess the value of Source 1 for revealing the behaviour of the crowd and of the authorities in St Peter's 

Field. Expla1n your answer using the source .. the i,nform,atfon gfve11 about ft s or,ig1n and your own knowledge 
about the htstorical context. 

SOURCE II 
1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 ~II I 111111111111111 ~ 1111! I I I I Ill I I I I I I I I I II I II I I II I I II I I I II Ill I I II II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I II II I I 111111111111111 

From John Tyas in a r,eport' on the events in St Peter's field, Manchester, for The Times, published on 
19 August 1819. Tyas was known to, be criti,cal of the parliamentary retorm movement and of Henry Hunt 
in prarticular. 

One banner read, 'Taxation and no Representation is unjust'; on another 'Annual Rarliaments, Universal 
Suffrage and Vote by Ballot' . ... A posse of 300 or 400 constables marched into the field about twelve 
o'clock. Not the slightest insult was offered to them .... The cavalry drew their swords and brandished 
them fiercely in the air; upon 1.ohich they rode into the 1nob which gave way before thetn. Not ,a brickbat 
was thrown at them - not a pistol was fi,~ed during this period; all W'as qui,et and orderly. The-y wheeled 
around the wagons until they came in front of them. 

As soon as Hunt and Johnson [a Manchester radical] had jun'lped fronz the wagon (to surrender) a cry 
was made by the cavalry, 'Have at their/Jags!' They dashed not only at -theirflags but those which w,ere 
posted amcnigst the c,-owd, cutting indiscriminately to the right and to left in order to get ,ctt them. This 
set the people running in all directions, and it was not until this act had been comn-zitted that ,any 
brickbats were hurled at the military. Fro·1n that 1noment the Manchester Yeoman Cavalry last all 
command of temper ... 

Looking around us,1 we saw a constable at no great distance, and thinking that our only chance of safety 
rested in placing ourself under his protection, we appealed to hit:n for assistance. He imm,ediately took us 
into custody, and on us saying we merely attended to report the proceedings of the day,. he replied, 10h! 
You then axe one of their writers - you must go befare the magistrates.' He took us to the house where 
they were sitting. Just as we carne to the housie, the constables were c-0nducti.ng Hunt into it; and were 
treating him in a 1na:11ne1 in which they were neither }ustified by law, nor humanity~ striki11;g him wi'th 
their staves on the head. 

Was the meeting an /;unlawful assetnbly'? We believe not. Was am;thing done at this rneeting before the 
cavalry rode in upon it contrary to the law or in breach of the peace? No such circumstances are recorded 
in any of the state1nents which hatle yet reached our hands. 



Cha rtism 1838-50 

In the years following the Reform Act of 1832, the laws passed by the reformed Parliament 
and actions taken by the Whig government led to the emergence of Chartism. The rise and 
development of this popular, mass movement are examined through the themes1 of: 

* The origins of Chartism 

* The Charte~ the Petition and the Convention 1837- 9 

* Chartism in the 1840s 

The key debate on page 89 of this chapter asks the question: Why did Chartism fai I? 

1832 Reform Act passed 
I. 835 Mun icipaJI Corporations Act 

excluded workkng dasses fro,m local 
government 

1837 Northern Star newspaper started ,jn 
Leeds. by Feargus O'Connor 

1837-8 Anti-Poor Law cam,pa1gn 

1838 May Publicat1on of the ~ People's Charter' 

1839 Feb, National Convention met in 
London 

July First Charbist petition rejected by 
Parliament 

Bfrmi ngham dots 

1839 

1840 

1842 

1845 

1848 

The origins of Chartism 

Sept. Chartist Convention broke up 

N.ov. !Newport dsrng 

National, Charter Association set 1up 

:May Second Chartist petition rejected 
by Part1alment 

Aug. •p1ug~ strikes and riots 

Chartist Land P~an started 

April Chart~st meetk,g on Kennington 
Common, London 

Third Chartis1: petition rej.ected by 
Pad,iament 

~ Why did the working classes feel let clown by the Reform Act and 
: subsequent Whig legislation? 
I ~-----------------------------------------------------------

In 1831- 21 hundreds of thousands of ~rorking people had tnarched and 

demonstrated in support of the &eform Bin (see pag,es 20-2). Although it did 
not give the vote to working people, many of them were swept along in th.eir 
enthusjasm for the bill, confident in the hope that it would be a first step on the 
road to democracy. They joined the 1niddle classes - the 1nanufucturers and the 
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shopkeepers - in what was a national carnpaign for refortn. Numerous working 
people first becrune involved in politics at this thne. Many of them had their 
first experience of attending a political meetit1g, readi11g a radical pamphlet or 
joinit1g a politJcal club. Ther,e were other reasons for hope as well. The passing 

of the Refonn Act seemed to show that a well-organised ,canllpaign, with 

detnonstrations, 1n,e tings, patnphJe,ts and newspapers, all backed up by huge 
·nu1nbers1 could achieve change in Parliament. 

The disappointment of the Reform Act 

Not surprisingly, howev1er, working people were disappointed when th,ey 
11nderstood what the terms of the 1832 Reform Act ·r,eally 1neant in practice 
(see pages 27-8). The first Refonn Parliatnent looked and behaved very much 

like those before 1832. In co1.nposition, the new Parlianl.ent look,ed even less 

sy1npathetic to the working ,classes. Henry Hunt, long-time champion of 

universa] suffrage1 lost his s,eat in Parliament. So too did Michael Sadler, who 
campaigned to reduce the nrnrnber o.f hours that factory ,vorkers had to work: 
instead of electing Sadler as their M~ t'he newly enfranchised middle classes 
of Leeds used the.irvotes to elect a local factory owner; In the years following 

the passing of the Refonn Act of 1832, the wo1king ,classes felt nf"\creasingly 
betrayed by the 1niddle c]asses and the actions of the new Parliament seemed to 
deinonstrat,e even more opposition to the interests of the working classes than 

the unrefonued Parliatnents had done. 

It is now necessary to exa1nine the sequence of events that turned \vorking­
class disappoinhnent to anger and the emergence of a new, national, political 
campaign. known as Chartistn. 

The Factory Act 1833 

In 1830, a campa!grll'i .knmvn as the Ten. Hour Move1nent, was .launched to limit 
the length of the working day in factories and mines to ten hours. Yet the Factory 

Act,, which was passed in 1833, was a huge disappoinhn,ent to th,e refonners: 
all they got out of Parlia1nent were restrictions on the hours that children could 

work in factori,es. Men and wo1n,en wouldl still hav · to work long hours. The new 
Parlia1nent showed HtHe interest jn the improve1nent of working conditions. 

The Municipal Corporations Act 1835 

Three years after passing the Refonn Act, Parlia111ent extended the vote for local 
to\-v11 councHs to all .ratepayers. This eff,echvely excluded the Vv~orking classes 
from participating in local government because, to be a ratepayer~ one had to 

own property and very te,,v of the working classes did so. As with parliamentary 

refonn in 1832, the working classes ,v1ere being shut out of the political process. 
Furthennore, the new to\,vn councils be,gan to establish 1nodern police forces 
that man.y of the working classes saw as threatening. In Lan,cashire, local 

workers referred to th,e police as the ;/plague of blue locusts ... 
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The 'war of the unstamped' press 
However, in 1836,, the radicals gained a victory for the working cJasses. Since 
the Acts of 1819 (see page 71)., newspapers had had to pay stamp duty, a special 

tax imposed by the government. This was an attempt to deprive the radical 
press of its working-class readers because the tax meant that papers cost about 
3d. (equivalent to more than £1 today). However, not an newspapers obeyed 
the law. The Poor Man's Guardian" edited by Henry Hetherington, vi.ras priced 

at a penny and sold over 15,000 copies a week. Other papers followed this 

lead. Hetherington was imprisoned twi,ce but this did not stop the Poor Man's 
Guardian fro1n being pub]ished in secret ]ocations. In London alone, 740 sellers 
of unstamped newspapers w1ere put on tria l between 1831 and 1836. Eventually, 
the Whig government gave nil. and, irt 1836, lowered the tax to a point where 

newspapers could be soJ.d for l~d. This was an hnporta.nt victorysince an 

active pr1ess was vital in dev1eloping and spr1eading radical ideas. Furthem1ore, 

it sho,ved that a determined and ·well-organised campaign could foreie the 
governn,ent to give way. 

The Anti -Poor Law campaign 1837- 8 

Out of aJl the developnrtents that J,ed to the, e1n1ergence of Chartis1n, the campaign 
launched against the new Poor Law in 1837 ,,vas by far the most significant. 
Since Elizabethan. times, those who cou]d not afford to look after theinse1ves 

- ·which included many of the old, sick., disabled and orphans., as well as the 

unemployed - often had to fall back on 'poor relief provided by the parish. The 
parish wns the .main uni.t of local government and was r,esponsible for caf\e of 
the poor. Poor relief ,,vas paid for out of local taxes. For those who could hot 
look after themselves in their own 11omes, such as sotne of the elderly and the 

disabled, relief was provided in a local poorhouse, or wor·khouse. This was 
known. as 'indoor r,eli.ef'. But 1nost were given 'outdoor reUef' and did not hav,e to 
enter the workhouse. This coutd be in the form of food, ,clothing or money. 

The nevv Poor law, passed by the Whig governm,ent in 1834, was designed to 

cut the increasing cost of poor relief. It abolished 'outdoor relief' so that poor 

relief would only be avaUa.ble in workhouses. Furthertnore, in order to deter all 
but the most ne,ed.y, it stated that conditions in the worikhouse were to be 'less 
eligible"' (less pleasant) than those of the poorest paid worker outside. It "\<Vas no 

wonder that fear and hatred of the workhouse be,came widespt'ead an1ong the 
working ,classes. 

None of the actions of the ref-armed Pa.rlia1nent see1ned quire so punitive as this 
new law. To working people, it look,ed as if it was designed to rob them. of what 

they saw as their "'right' to poor relief by forcing then1 into the workhouse if they 
ca1ne on hard tin11es. Furthern1ore, it de1nonstrated ho,'\T n1uch co11trolParHa1nent 
had over the daUy lives of worki11g people and how little control the working 
classes had over their own lives. Even family life seemed to be under threat with 

the rule that th1e sexes should be separated in the workhouse. 

... Kl!Y FIGURE J 
Henry Hetherington 
( 1792-1849) 

Owner of the Poor Man;s 
Guardian, he led the 1war of 
the unstamped, , the campaign 
aga,i nst 1axes on knowl·edge'. 

.. KEVTERM 

Wo1rkhouse Sometimes 
known as the· poorhouse, 
~ was the place Where 
those who were too poor 
or unable to 1look after 
them:selves had to go for food 
and shelter. 
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In what ways, according 
• to Kydd in Source A, did 

t he new Poor law 
Amendment Act 1sourthe 
hearts of the l'abourtng 
population'? 
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SOURCE A 
IIHlllll llllilllllllllllll!Ulllllllll llll lll!llllllllllllll!IIHIIIUl!IIIIIIIIII IIIIIIIIIIIIIHllllllllllll!!illlllHU!IUIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHlllllllllllll!Ulll llllllllllllllllli!lllllllllllllllll!IIIIII 

From Samuel Kydd, a young shoemaker in the 18.30s, quoted in Eri.: Evans, 
Chartism~ Longman,. 2000. 

The passing of the New Poor Law Amendm.ent Act did ttlore to sour the hearts 
of the 1abouringpopu1ation1 than did the privations {ha,-dship] ,consequent on 
all the poverty of the land. Righ.tly, or wrongly, n1ay be a subject of discussion, 
but the Ja.et is undeniable, that the labourers of England believ·ed that the new 
poor law was a law to punish poverhJ: and the effects of that belief wer;e, to sap 
the loyalty of the working nien, to make them dislike the country of their birth, 
to brood over their wrongs, to cherish feelings of rcv·enge, and to hate the· rich of 
the land. 

I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II I II I I II I II I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I ll Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I 111111111111111 

Radical ],eaders began to tour the country, givit1g speeches, raising funds and 
setting up local dubs to oppose the introduction of the new Poor Law in the 

industrial nortl1. lvlany of thos,e who had bee.n campaigning for the ten-hou.r 
working day now transferred their energies into this new ca1npaigt1. Feargus 
O'Connor (see profile on page 86), who v~,as to become the best known a11d 

most powerfu] Chartist leader, start,ed his Northern Star nevvspaper in Leeds. It 
p]ayed a crucial role in spreading ne\vs and vie,"'~ across the country, both in this 
campaign and in the next ten years as the 1.eading Chartist newspaper. 

When the Radical MP Joh n Fielden proposed the repeal of the new Poor Lav..,~ in 
Parliatn ient, the House of Co111mons voted against it by 309 to 17 votes. It see1ned 

to the working classes that there was no chance of ever getting Parlian1ent to 
pass laws that \\7otdd improve the working and ]jving condiHons of poor people. 
While working peopl,e produced the wealth of the country, the 'idle; cla.sses, who 

were repr,esent,ed in ParHatnent.,. held on to the power and lived off the frutts of 

other men's labour. The conclusion was obvious: workh1g men would have to 

enter Parliament itself if they wer to secure control over, and itnprove, their 
ov,ln lives. 

Summary diagram: The origins of Cha rtism 

Reform am. ca1mpaign1 1 S31-2 
Provided .a model of successful 
mass movem ent and a spur to 

further campaigning 

M un·icipal Co~porat io ns 
Act 1835 

Excluded won<i ng classes 
from local gov,em ment War of the unstam1ped 

Showed pressure ,could win 
concessions fr,om ,government and 

cr;ea1ed the cond itions for 
an active Chartist pmss 

Factory Act 1833 
Showed r.eformed Parliament 

to be opposed to factory reform. 
Ten Hour Mov,emen1 continued 

to campaign 

Anti-Poor Law campa,ign 1837-8 
Co,nfirmed govern meni's hostility to 
the working classes and their needs. 

Led to, ,emergence of mass. movement 
and start of Northem1 Star newspaper 
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I 

Th,e Charter, the P1,etition and the 
Convention 1837-9 

ti- What were the aims of the Charter? 
I 

~ What was the significance of the National Petition ancl Convention? 

In 183~ six members of the London Working Men's Association (L'WMA), 

a working-class organisation, assisted by six radical 1vfPs, drew up a list of six 

points for political~ for1n. These six points becam1e the basis of th 'People's 
Charter' which was published jn 1v1ay 1838. This docu1nent was t-0 give its name 

to the movement known as Chartis1n. 

The six po.ints of the Charter 
• Universal manhood suffrage: aU men ov,er 21 years. nf age wou,d be allll1owed 

to vot,e. 

• Vote by secret ballot: so that all votes could be cast without fear of pres,sure 
from ~andlords or employers . 

• An nu.al Parliaments: general e,ections to take pla,ce ,every year . 

• Equ.a'I electoral districts: so that an cons.tituenieies contained roughly the 
same number of el,ectors. 

• Abolition of the property qualification for MPs: so that a parliamentary 
cand~daite no longer had to own property. 

• Payment for MPs: s,o, tha1t working men coulld afford to give up their jobs 
and become MPs. 

None of these points was new. Radicalls ha,d been calling for aU of the::.e changes 
for many years. lN"hat was new was that these six political de1nands became the 
symbol and the focus of what vvas to be a national 1nass nriovement. Chartis1n 

attract,ed the support of hundr1eds of thousands of working people for over ten 

years. It was the neariest thing Britain has had to a n ational rising in modem 

times. 

The National Petition and the Chartist Convention 

The Charter containing the six points was taken up by the Binningha1n Political 

Union (see page 15), now reviv1ed by its leader, Thon1as Attwood, and by 
nor-then1 activists such as Joh11 Fielden. and Feargus O.,Connor who had been 
ca1npaigrung against the Poor Law. It was adopted by radicals right across the 

country. It was tr1en larutlched in Glas,gow, where several t,extile vvorkers had 

been in1tprisoned for l1eading a s trike i11 May 1838. Here, it was decided that 

a petitjon, de1nandirtg the six points of the Charter, would b presented to 
Parliament. Again., this was nothing new. This petition, however, was going to 
be different. It was going to collect so many signat ures that Parliament would 

... KEY FICiURE J 
Thomas Attwood 
(1783-185,6) 
formed the Birm.tngham 
Potiticall Union in I 830 i1n 
order to cam,paign for 
parHa·mentary reform. 
It attracted miiddte- and 
wonking--dass support 
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Study Source B. lln what 
• ways and to what extent 

is Attwood employing 
~he Jang1uage of menace'? 
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not be abl,e to igt1ore it. Those signatures would be ,collected at 111ass tneetings 
he]d all over the country. Allso at thes,e meetings, del1egates would be appointed 
to attend a National Convention which would in turn organise the _presentation 
of this National Petition to Parliament. 

All went according to plan. Huge 1neetings were held: over 200,000 peop]e 
attended each of the meetings i11 Bir1ninghain, Manchester and Leeds. SmaUer 
meetings w,ere held in. hundreds of other towns across the country. These were 

organised and publicised vvith the help of the Chartist press, among ·which the 
Northern Star was the inost ilnportant. By 1839, it was selling 50,000 copies a 

week, siinilar in ,circulation. to The Ti1nes1 the 1nost fa1nous national ne,vspaper. 
At these 1neetings, signattir1es were collect,ed and delegates el1ected to the 

National Conv,ention. that tniet in London in~ February 1839. Th,e Convention 
claimed to r,epres1ent all the people, unlike Parliament. It was a kind of'a11ti­

Parlia1nent' or, as son1e Chartists preferred, the jreaJ' Parlia1n1ent. Over 
1.25 million signatures wer,e coHected in support of the petition. Both the size 
of the petition [it was thr,ee miles (nearly fiv1e kilom.etres) long] an_d the level 

of national co-ordi.natio11 ,,vere unprecedented. Yet., in July 1839, Parliament 
reject1ed the petition by 235 vot,es to 46. Most 1\.1Ps sin1ply decided to have 

nothing to do with it. 

~Moral force' versus ~physical force' 

Frotn now onwards, things did not go according to plan because there was no 

p]an. The men1bers of the Convention had discuss d what to do if Parliainent 
rejected the petition but had not been able to reach a decision. The big issue was 
whether or not to use force. 

Most Chartis ts were passionate believers in 'mora1 force'. They believed that 

Chartis1n was so obviously a just and fair ,cause that they could win people 
over with the power of their arguments. However, most also beHeved that 
they needed the sheer force of nu1nbers behind them if they were to persuade 

a property-0¥.rrung Parlian1ent to agree to universal suffrage. Many of the 

meetings held before the Chartist Convention had used ' tl1e lan_guage of 

menace~ just a.s th,ey had 'in the Reform Bill ca1npaign of 1831-2. At the big 
Birmingha1n meeting in May 1838,, Attwood had said: 'No blood shall be shed 

by us; but if our ene1nies shed blood - if they attack the people - bhey 1nust take 
the consequences upon their own heads.' 

SOURCE B 
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From Robert Gammage, History of the Chartist Movement, 18'37-1854.J Browne 
& Browne, 1854. Ciammage wa,s himself a C.hartist. 

Mr: Attwood delivered a speech. He professed hirnself a peaceful man, and 
declared thie1,t he would neve1· sanction the cornmission of violen~e for gaining 
the peop1le1s object ... he told his hearers that although he would be oppose1d to 
the employment of any violence, if the people were attacked the consequiences 
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must fall on the heails of the aggressors. He told the m-eeting too, that if the 
governnzent dared to arrest him in the execution of his peaceful purpose, 1a 
hundred thousand metz would 1narch to demand his release. 

I I I II I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I I I Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I I I Ill I I 111111111111111 

SOURCE C 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111I111111111111111111111111111111111111111IIIIIII111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 I 111111111111111111 I I II I I 

A Chartist demonst ration. 
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This idea of 'defensive violence' '\Alas adopted by 1nany CharUst leaders. It was 
sutnmed up by the slogan fPeacefully if we can;' foroefully if we 1nust'. There 
was not a c]ear-reut division between. -'moral force' and 'physical fo:rcef Chartists. 

O'Connor has often been associated with physica] force Chattistn, yet he was 
pritnarily an advocate of the peaoefuJ approach. He kne,,v that working inen 
could not defeat the soldiers of the regular army. 

In the Convention. it was suggested that a Sacred Month (or a national holiday) 

should be adop t,ed if Parliai1nent rejected the petiti011. This meant that Chartists 
,vould ,vithdraw their labour and ,go on strike for a 1nonth. The delegates at the 
Co11vention r1ecognised that this would be a direct challenge to the employers 

and to the governing ,classes as a whole, especially as it had the potential. to 

wr,eck the e:cono1ny. It would probably bring about a physical confrontation i11 
which troops would be used and rnany people killed. Although the Convention 
decided, in the end, not to reco1nmend a Sacred Month, discussions like these 

scared several of th 1e Chartist delegat1esf especially the middle-class ones. 

Attwood, himself an e1nployer., left the Convention in Septe1nber 1839 saying 

that he 'washed his hands of any idea, of any appeal to physical force1
• Yet he 

hitns,e]f had used the 'language of 1nenace1 a )iiear before (see Source B, page 80). 

How woulld you describe 
the tone of the meeting 
and the behaviour of 
those attendi rig as shown 
i,n Source 1C? 
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~ KEYFIGURE __ 

William Lovett 
(1800- 77) 

,Qne of the chi'ef authors of 
the People~s Charter. Uke 
many other ,Chartists, he vvas 
i1mprrsoned for a tiime. After 
his re:lease he worked to 
iniprove working-class 
education and was mud, 
criticised by 0 1Connor for 
re'ly1ing purely on ~moral force' 
Chartis:m. 
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In July 1839, men1bers of the (London) MetTopolitan Police w,ere used to br,eak 
up a. peaceful Chartist tn,eetingin Bir1ningha1n. It led to a fortnight of rioting. 
Willian, Lovett,, who was secretary of the Chartist Convention,. produced a 
·placard accusing the local authorities in Bir1ningl1am of 'a flagrant and unjust 
outrage, using a bloody and unconstitutional force fron1 Lo11don' to break up the 
m,eeting. For this, he \\-ras arrested and s,entenced to a year in prison. His crilne 
was seditious libel. L,ovett is usua]ly seen as a l1eading '1noral force' Chartist, 

yet her,e he was defending the actions of the Bir1ningham crowd in fighti11g the 

police. He ,-vou]d have regarded this as an example of 'defensive violence'. 

The Convent ion breaks up~ September 1839 

Although the Convention. voted against the idea of a tnonth-long strike, the 

delegates called for a three-day strike in August. The r,esponse in the localities 

varied: 1nany Chartists refused to leave work and so lose their pay (and, perhaps, 
their jobs) for what they saw as a short-·term gesture. Others, in the 1nost loyal 
Chartist districts, stnyed off work and attended rallies. Many local leaders \Vere 

arrested for their speeches, for threatening behaviour or for riot. 

The Chartist Convention broke up in September 1839. There was still tnuch 

support for direct action, despite the arrest of many leading Chartists, but 
the r1ejection of the petition had led t-o confusion about what to do next. The 
Convention delegates returned to their localities and the move1nent lost its 

central direction. Much would now depend on 1oca] leaders. 

The Newport ri·sing .1839 

In Novetnber 1839, nearly 10,000 men marched frotn towns and villages in 

south Wales to Ne""rport in Monmouthshire. Most of them were miners and 
ironworkers. Many of the1n were armed- ,vith pikes, guns or just '\i\"ooden clubs 
- and they 1narchedl in tnilitary formation. They arrived at dawn on 4 Novetnber 
in Newport. They surrounded the v\7estgate Hotel,. where some local Chartist 

leade.rs werie being held under anned guard. There was a s1naU force of troops 
who started firing which 1nay, or may not, have been in response to initial shots 

from the Chartists. However, the Chartists certainly fled and over ti,venty bodies 
w,ere left at the scene. It remains uncertain who fired first orv\that the intentions 
of the marchers vvere. 

One hlstodan believes that a '1nonster demonstration' had been int,ended, 

a show of force to protest against the recent arr,est of loca] Chartists. But the 
authorities sa\rv it as an anned uprising intended as the signal for sh~ilar dsings 
else\tvhere. It had certainly been planned for so1n,e time and kept secr,et fro1n the 
authorities. One Chartist, a 17-year-old boy, left a letter to his parents before 

settin.g off: ll shall this. nig,ht be engaged in a stru.ggle for fr,eedom and should it 
please God to spare my life I shaU see you soon; but if not, griev,e not for m1e for 
I shall fall in a noble cause.' 
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Th1e historical evidence suggests that the rising was not part of a co-ordinated, 
nationa]. plot, but that the plan was to take control of the to\v11 oJNe,.vport 
and to inspire Chartists elsewhere to do the same. Three of the leaders w,ere 

sentenced to death for atteinpHng to overth_row the State by force, but the 

Whig govetn1n.ient, ~een to avoid inaking 1.nartyrs, changed the sentenc,e to 

transportation instead. The rising did, ho,vever, give the govenl'tnent the 
justification it needed to .move against the Chartists and, over the next two 

years, nearly 500 ,.ver1e imprisoned. 

The nature of Chartism 

In 1839~ the Miter Thotnas Ca.rlyle described Chartism as 'bitter discontent 
grown fierce and 1nad'·. Historians have debat,ed whether this discontent was 

caused by political or econonu.c factors. It is certainly true that years of n1aximu1n 
support for Chartis1n \vere years of econon1ic depression (1838-9, 1842 and 

1848) \¥hen trade was poor and 1rnany were th:rown out of work. This has led 
s01ne historians to see Chartisin as a form of 'httnger politics'. 

However, otl1er historians have concluded that it ,vas politically 1notivated. 

They stress that Ch artis1n g,rew out of the anger and frustration that working 

people felt .in the years after the Refortn Act. Parlirune!1t showed Utt]e interest 
in the living and working conditions of ordinary people,, therefore working 

people would have to enter Parliament themselves and make the reforms that 

would improve their lives. The six points of the Charter '\iVould enable then1 to 

do this. Whatever the local ,conditions, working p ople throughout Britain ,could 

agr1ee on the political points of the Charter. lt was the one thing that united all 
those who 1net, marched and detnonstrated. It kept alive working-class hopes 
throughout the years 1838-48. 

Chartism was c1ertainly fuelled by unemployment, low wages and hunger but 
the Charter was seen as the solution. If ·v,orking people were to ta.ke control of 

their own lives and bring about social and economic change, they would have 

to gain political power first. Chartistn is best seen as both an economic and a 

political move1nent in that it was co1nposed of political activists who wanted to 

use politics to in1prov,e their livit1g and working 1co11ditio11s and thus 111ake for a 
more just and .fair society. 

SOURCED 
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From Bronterre O'Brien, The Op·erative, 17 March 18.39. O'Brien, a leading 
Charti·st. was ajoumaUst and thinker whom O'Connor called 'the Schoolmaster 
iof Chartism'. He was edito,r of The Operative .. 

,Univ,ersal suffrage 1nean.E meat and drink and clothin& good hours, and good 
beds, and good substantiaJJurniti,rie for eve, y man, woman and child who will 
do a fair day's work. Universal suffrage means a comp/,ete maste, y, ,by ,all the 
people over all the Jau,s and institutions in the country; and u,ith that mastery 
the power of providing suitable employment for all, as well as of securing to all 
the full proceeds of their emplayment. 
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Study Source 1D. In what ? 
ways does 0 1Brien 
suggest that ,c harUs·m was 
both an econom1c and a 
poli~ical move1ment? 

83 



84 

... KEYTERM 

National Charter 
Association (NCA) 
A natiionalJ political 
organisation. It set up 
branches across Britain and 
members paid subscr1ptirons 
to join. Many historians see 
it as the ·first independent, 
WO'rik1ng-dass poHti cal party, 
a forerunner of the Labour 
Party. 

Protest, Agitation and ParUam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Summary dia9ram: The Charter, the Petition and the Convention 1837-9 

Launch of ·the People1s Charte~ May 1838 

~ 
Mass meetings to elect de1egat,es to 

NaUonal Convention, February-September 1839 

I 
Debate in Convention: 'moral force' versus, 'physical force' 

caused divisions am,ong Chartist leaders 

R,ajection of Chartist petiti,on by Pari iament1 July 1839 

• Newport rising, Nove·mber 1839, l1ed io government repression 

+ . 

Charti-sm was both an economrc and a political movement 

Chartism in the 1840s 
I 

., What new strategies emerged after 1839 and how did the 
I 
I 
I 

government respond? 

..._ Why had Chartism failed to achieve its aims by 1850? 
·--- - - - -- ------------· 

The National Charter Association 

Despit,e the faHure of the first petition and the arrest of hundr,eds of Chartist 
leaders, the Chartist 1nove1n,ent did not collapse,, but it had to be reorganised. 
Most Chartists recognised that a stronger central organisation was necessary to 
prevent the movement fragmenting. While O"C01u1or was itnprisoned in York 

Casde, he conti11ued to ,-vrit,e articles for th,e Northern Star. Amon,g other things, 
he encouraged the es·tablish1nent of the ational Cha1·te1· Association (NCA). 
Set up in 1840, this was to be the 1nost ilnportan t Chartist organisation for the 

rest of the decade. By 1842, it had 50,000 tnembers in 400 branches across the 
country: 

'New moves' 

Meanvvhile, other Chartist leaders embark1ed on different strategies. When 

WilHa1n Lovett was released frcnn prison in 1840, he concentrated his energies 
on pron1oti11g education for the working classes. He devised a scheme \\t~ith 
schools, libraries and teacl1er training coHeges. He and several other Chartist 
leaders argued that the ,¥orki11g classes had to prove., by self-help and self­

in1provernent, that they were responsible citizens. Respectabl,e behaviour wou]d 



Chapter 5 Chartism 183 8-5 0 

cahn the fears of the propertjed class,es and show that the working classes were 
·'ready' for the vote. Other Chartists advocated teetotal Chartism (that is, taki11g 
the vow not to drink alcohol), and, in Bir1n'ingham, a Chartist Cllurch was 

set up. 

These new schemes were all exclusively '1noral force' strat,egies. O'Connor, 
however, attacked these 'new tnoves', not because he disapproved of education, 
teetotalis1n or Christianit)~ but because he saw them as distracting attention. 

fro1n the strategy of petitioning backed up by weight of numbers. 

O'Connor and his supporters organised the ,colle,ction of signatures for a 
second petition and the meeting of another convention in 1842. Three inillion 
signatures ·were collected for the petition. Helped by economj.c dep~ession 
and rismg unemployment, 1842 was probably the year of Chartism's greatest 

strength h1 ter1ns of n1ass support. But, yet again, in May 1842, Parlia1nent 
r jected the petition by a huge majority; 

The ~Plug' stri'kes and riotsJ August 1842 

A few 1nonths later, in August 1842, and 1nuch to the surprise of n1any Chartist 

leaders, a rash of strikes broke out With 1nany workers being laid off and ,even 
more suffering wa.ge cuts, strikes spread fro1n Lancashire and Yorkshire to the 
industrial parts of the Midlands and Scotland. As the strikers v,lent fro1n factory 

to .factory gaining support, they pulled the p]ugs frotn the boilers, to prevent the 

steam engines fron1 ,.vorking, and thus forcing the factories to ,close down. 

In the late 1830s and early 1840s,, 6000 troops wer,e deployed in the north. 

Theywer,e led by General Napier. He was syinpathetic towards the Chartists 
and attributed many of the distunbances to the new Poor Law. He did not 

underestiutate the Chartist ·nuinbers but it was pity, rather than fear, which he 
felt for thein: 'Their threats of attack are miserable. With half a ,cartridge, and 
half a pike, with no money, no discipline,. no skilful leaders, they wou]d attack 

men with leaders, 1noney and discipline, ,vell-armed:" The Chartists were no 

match for the physical force of the troops. 

There were 1nany viol1ent confrontations between Chartists and the authorities .. 
Local polic,e forces w,er-e used ,effectively and troops ,ver-e· moved qui,ckly around 

the trouble spots on the recently-built railvvays. Hundreds of arrests w,ere made, 

this time on the orders of the nev,r Conservative government that had been 
elected in 1841. Th,e ne,v govern1n1entwas swifter and firmer in its response to 
Chartist disturbances than the Whigs had been. By the end of 1842, about 1500 
people had been put on trial for CharHst-related offences. 

Economic recovery and the Land Plan 1845-8 

Chartism lost its tnass support in the 1nid-1840s. This was for sev,eraL r,easons: 

• the arrest of many of its leaders 
divisions acr.11ong other leaders 

... KEY FIGURE J 
General Napier 
( 178'2-1853) 

Commander o,f the troops 
sent north to dea,I with tlie 
Chartist threat. 
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e,conomJc recovery, especially with the bo01n in railwa) · building 
reforms carried out by the ,goven1ment. 

The reforms of the new Conservative goven11nent s·howed that 1even a 

Parlia1nent in which the poor had no say was capable of recognising and 
responding to distooss in ·industrial areas and passing refon11s. Thes1e refonns, 
such as reducing i1nport taxes on so1ne foodstuffs and reh1troducing income ta.x 
which only the better-off paid,, took some of the sting out of Chartis.m. 

Nevertheless, Chartist hopes were kept alive, even revived, by the Chartist Land 
Con1pany. This was 0 1Connor's s,cheme to establish rura] Chartist communities. 
Chartists were invited to buy shares in the company; if their natnes were drawn 
out by ]ot, they would receivre plots of land to cultivat1e. Among the industrial 

workir'llg class this proved to be hugely popular. By 1848, 100.,000 people had 

subscribed a11d five coffilnunities had been set up, each ,vith hon11es, schools and 
parks. 

However, the authorities hounded O"Connor and his company. They failed 
to discover any evidence of financial malpractice, but they did find a legal 
technicality that enabled them to ,vind up the cotnpany. 

Feargus O'Connor 

1794 Born into an 1rish fandowning famHy 

l832 Erected MPfor ·County Cork in Ireland 

1837 Establ1ished the Northern St.ar newspaper 

1840 found guiilty of publishing sedttious libel! 
( language encouraging rebel:lion against the 
government) and imprison,ed for eight-een 
months 

I 845 Set up, t he Chartist Land Plan (see below) 

1847 MP 'for Nottingha·m,, t1he onlry Chartist elected 
to Parlia:ment 1in the general election 

l8:SS !Died 

O'Connor trained as a lawyer and came to promtnence 

when he established the Northern Star 11n Leeds in 
1837. He campaigned againrst the new Poor Law and 
later emerged as the mos1I powerful and controversial 
Chartist I ead er. 

The Northern Stew was t he most widel,y read Chartist 
journal; 1its weekly delivery was awalted eagerly rin towns 
and villages across Britain. 01,Connor wrote the front 
page l~etter· ea.en week. but many others contributed. 

T1h e pap er acted as a u nifyi,ng 

eiement, enabling news and 
views to be exchanged. It al:so 
heliped to sustain Chartism as 
a national movement at t imes 
w hen it might have fragmented ,jnto a col11ection of local 

campaigns. 0 'Connor appointed and paid agents to 
work i,n different parts of the country so that they coutd 
report for the paper and a.,lso, act as 'ful l~time 01rgani1sers. 
Profits fro:m the paper were used to pay the expenses 
of Chartists who were put on tdal and to support the 
fam'ilies of those 1imprisoned. 

O'Connor was a powerful speaker1 but was widely 
accused of being arrogant and a ·rabbl1e rouser'. Lovett 
and other ~ moral force' l1ead ers orrt id sed the violence 

of his language and some sajd t hat he raised unreali stic 
expectations in his !listeners. But he was prai,sed by many 
of those who worked dosely w~h him. The hi1stodan 
Dorothy Thompson has written~ ~No other l,ead er or 
woutd-be ~eader in those years had the energy) abiHty or 

charisma of feargus O'Connor. for good or ill, he was 

the ma~n inspiration and guiding force of the ,movement/ 

o~c onnor died irn 1855: estimates of the number who 
attended hi,s funeral, vary from 20,000 to 40,000. 
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1848: the fin a I phase 
ln the 1847 general election O'Connor was elected to Parliament, the only 
CharHst to succeed in doing so. Inspired by this and ne,".rs of another revolution 

in France, a third Chartist petition and ,convention ,.vas. planned for April 1848. 

Support for Chartism again. increased, partly because of the return of economic 
depression and the resulting distr,ess that was experienced in the industrial 
areas. A mass 1ne1eting \Vas planned to take place on Ketulington Common, just 

south of the Houses of Parliatnent, where the petition would be delivered after 

the 1neeting. 

The government was. not taking a11y ,chnnc1es.. They had 7000 troops, 4000 

policemen a.nd 85,000 special constables recruited,. mostly from the tn iddl,e 

class. h1 the ev,ent, the meeti1.1g attracted a. crowd of only about 20,000. It went 

off peiJ,cefuUy artd the procession was stopped befoi'\e it reached Parlia1nent. 
However, the leaders and the petition, ,,vith S million signatures, ,,vere allowed 
through. A parlia1nentary committee examin1ed the petition and declare(i that 
less than half the signahrres were genuine. Again, it was r,ejected. 

There was an upsurge of violence in the Chartist heartlands of Lancashire and 
Yorkshire, particularly in the 1nos-t depressed "textile-producing a.!}eas, and there 
were many 1nore arrests. However, after 1848., support for Chartis1n declined 

rapidly. Chartists continued to meet and hold co11ventions through the 1850s but 

there v..ras no longer a n1ass foUovi.rin,g. 

SOURC& E 
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The demonstrati,on ,on Kennington. Common,. April 1848 .. This is the earliest 
known photograph of a mass demonstration. 
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What l1mpression do you ? 
get of the nature of the 
demonstration shown i1n 
Source E? 
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The failure of Chartism 
N·one of the six points of the Chart1er was a1chieved until much later (and one, 
annual Parliainents,. has never been accepted). To that extent" Chartistn. \Vas a 
failure. The governing classes were never going to give way. They had brought 

the n1iddle ,cl.asses into the political process in 1832 and, after that, the property­
owning ,classes as a whole were united in thejr determination to ,exclude the 

working classies. 

Not surprisingl}i the po\,ver of the State ,¥as too strong for the Chartists. The 

army was loyal and professional police forces had be,eJr1 established across 1nost 
of ·the country by ·the 1840s. The g-ov;enunent had the support of the magistrates 
and extensive use ,.vas 1nade of the courts to pick off and itnprison Chartist 

leaders. The raih'i.1ays enabled troops to be moved far 1nore quickly to wlller,e they 

were needed and the gover1u11ent made good use of another new technology -

the electric telegraph-to sp ed up communications. 

However, there ,.vere positive out,eo1nes for the Chartists. Hundreds of thousands 
of working 1nen and w01n1en - there w,ere over 100 fe1nale radical associations in 

the 1840s -gained valuable poHtical experience. The ,vorking ,dasses had becon1,e 
far move independent and ~sour,ceful. In the) ears ahead, workirig people! 

• set up trade unions 
• continued to be engaged h1 political clubs and societies 

and, at the end of the century, help,ed to establish the Labour Party, set up to 

represent th,e working class,es in Parlian,ent. 

As historian Edward Royle ,.vrites: 'The Chartists' great,est achieveinient was 
Chartisin, a 1nove1nent shot through not \<Vith. despair but with hope'. 

Summary dia9ram: Chartism in the 1840s 

I 

National Charter Associa1ion 
and mass membership 

Economic depression 1of 1842 
I 

'New m,oves' 
e. g. educa1ion and teet1otal Chartism 

• Chartist revival 

• 
Second petitfon and rejection, Ma.y 1842 

~ 

•Plug' strikes, August 1 S.42 . Violence and mass arr,ests . 

Chartist Land Plan 1845 

1848 Chartis.t meeting in London ... Petition and rejection .... 

~ 

End of Chartism as a mass movement 1848 
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Key debate 

I 
Why did Chartism fail? 

~----------------------------------------------------------· 
The first historian of the n1oveinent, Robert Gan1n1ag1e, ,vho had be,en a local 
Chartist leader, blatned poor Jeadership, especially that of O'Connor, whose Hfe, 
he wrote, 'pres,ents a series of 1nistakes and contradictions ... Since then other 
historians, eve11 while not so criHcal of O"Connor, have acknowledged divisions 

among the l1eaders and disagreements over strategy. Yet more, however, have 
e1r1phasised the strength and confidence of the governinent's response in order 
to exp]ain why Chartis1n failed. 

The weakness of the movement 

The Chartists made thI1ee huge efforts, in 1838-9, in 1841-2 and in 1848, and 
enlisted the support of hundreds of thousands of working people across the 
country, yet they failed to achieve their ,ends. One of the main reasons for this is 

that they had only a very small 11umber of allies in the House of Co1nmons and, 
once their petitions had been rejected by Parlia1nent, their leaders were divided 
in their -responses. Th historian John Walton sees the moveinent's 1nost difficult 
p.rob]e1ns arising from 'the ,contradictions inherent in stirring up enthusiasm 
through potent rhetoric, while stopping short of advocating an insurrection 
vvhich seem,ed bound to fail; and this posed impossible ·questio111s \iVhen the 
constitutional n1odes of agitation had been exhausted,.. 

Another hist-orian points out the strategic shortcomings. 

EXTRACT I 
............................... ,i.,, ..................................................................................................................................................... . 

from Edward Royle, Chartism,. Lo,ngman, 1'980, p .. S6. 

One 1night conclude that the real w.eakness of Chartist strategy is that they had 
no coherent 01· effective strategy to offer. The moral-force educationalists were 
hopelessly naive about the preconditions for cha~ge, and the physical-force 
advocates, caught up1 in the·ir own rhetoric, were unable or unwilling to separate 
fact f1·om fancy, and to ask whether the use of force was either possible or 
desirable. Those leaders who thought nzost clearl.y ... saw that· Chartism had to 
r.est on the mass of the p,eop,[e, but that the people needed more organisation 
before they could act for change. 
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vVhen the Chartists did resort to violence, as at N _ wport in 1839 and in parts 
of Yorkshire in 1848, it did little to furtbuer their cause. h1stead of panicking the 

goven11nent and its new middle-class allies into conceding Chartist demands, it 
fortified their allia11ce in defence of property and order. 

O'Connor hims lf, far frotn being a cause of Chartist failure, played a c1entral 
.role in. maintaining the move1nent's nationa]. ca1npaign. H e was unrivalled as an 

agitator and an orator and he came to symbolise the independer1ce of working-
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dass political struggJ,e. As the historian Dorothy Thompson ,-vrote: 'Remove 
rum and his newspaper and the move1nent frag1n,ents., localises and loses its 
contit1uity.; However, O'Connor was a divisive figure and 1nany Chartist leaders 
took different rout,es after the disappoinhnents of 1839 and 1842. 

The power of the State 
Chartism mobilised hundreds of thousands, and demonstrated the ,existence of 
a working class able to think and act for itself. The "threat' of Chartism was not 
that of t'he "1nob' driven to despair; although hard tin1es did increase support 

for Chartism, but rather that of a group challenging for power. What we can be 
certain of is that the Whig and Tory governtnents who rejected the petitions in 
1839, 1842 a11.d 1848 feared the consequences of accepting the Charter far more 
than. the dangers involved in turning it down. h, this interpretation, Chartist 
failure ,,vas a reflection of the strength of its adversaries, rather than its own 
inherent weakness. 

By the 1840s., the State was far 1nore confident. By enfranchisirtg the middle 
classes in 1832, it had detached thetn from their )dangerous' alliance with the 

working classes and, instead, it had created a 'propertied aHiance1 betv,,reen the 

landownin.g and ·the middle classes. Furthennore, the State had gain.ed 1nuch 
experience of hnndlir1g radical disaffection and it avoided creating 1nartyrs as. 
it had done at Peterloo in 1819 (see page 70). For instance, the death sentences 

handed down after the Newport rising were ,conm1uted to transportation. 

The goven11-nent was well infor1n,ed by loca1 tnagistrates while the railways 
allowed for the quick. moveinent of forces to \¥here they ,.vere needed. For 
instance, 60 police wer,e swiftly dispatched from London to deal with the 

crowd that had gathered in the centre of Birmingha111011c S July 1839. In the 

north, thousands of troops wer,e deployed. Their l,eader, General Napier, was 
far from being repressive. In fa.et, he was syinpathetic towa.rds ChartismF but 
the goverrunent's show of force could never be matched by the Chartists. 

Furthertnore, fro1n the early 1840s, the use of the ,electric telegraph gave the 

government far better knowledge of what was happenin.g in different parts of 
the countr-yr. This., in turn, enab]ed it to deploy po]ice and troops 1nor, ,effe,ctively. 

Governin,ent refonns in the 1840s undoubtedly weakened the Chartist case that 

only a reformed Parlia1nent could alleviate the harsh conditions of lHe for the 

,.vorking poor. The Poor Law; in practice, was less thr,eatenit1g than n1any had 
feared. Taxes on foodstuffs ,~ere reduced and the Ten Hours Act was fh1aUy 
passed in 1847. 
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EXTRACT 2 
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From John Walton, Charti1m, R,outledge, 19,99,, p .. 72,. 

The state was no longer necessarily the enemy, and this sea-change was taking 
place without the thoroughgoing democratic reforrn which Cha,tism held to be 
indispensable . .. Moreover, while the state ioas softening its stance in so 1rzany 
areas of social. and econoniic policy, it continued to ,build up the police Jo, ces1 

,barTacks, telegraplt networks and other technowgies of control which 'lDere to 
make it easier to suppress the last Chariist upsurge in 1848 ... The state ,gave 
ground where there was scope for doing so ... but it reserv,ed its powers to coerce 
1and control by legal and mil.itan; discipline; and this combination of flexibility 
1and strength proved ven; effective in stab,ilisi.ng the constitution . 

.......................................................................................................................................................................................... 
In conclusion, divisions in. the leadership, particularly ov1er strategy, contributed 
to th'= faHur,e of Chattisn1 but so too did other factors, 1nost notably the strength 
of the govern1nent's response. 

EX T RACT J, .......................................................................................................................................................................................... 
from Erk Evans,, Chartism, Pearson Education, 2000, p. 119. 

Charti.snz never had a r·ealistic chance of success anyu,,ay, given the Whigs, 
abilihJ to secure a substa1ztial portion of middl,e ... class alieginnce to the old order 
by the ~Great'· Refornz Act of 1832. Chartist demonstrations of collective support 
ioere immensely impressive on one level but 1nost of ifs mon leaders recognised 
that the-y were power1ess against the concerted effo·rts of a pow,eif:ul, and 

How faf' do the histor ians ? 
quoted in Extracts I ~ 3 

i ncr:easingly confident, gov-e1 nment. A contbination of sustain,ed economic revival 
and declining 1vill (exacerbated by al1nost continual disagreements. over strategy 
and tactics) was sufficient to see off the Chartist threat by the end of the 1840s. 

II I II I I I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I II I I Ill II I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill II I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I II I I I l l I I II I II I I II I I II I I I I I II I II II I l l I I II I ll I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I II I I I 111 111111111111 

agree or d:iffer in the~r 
inte rpretattons of the 
reasons for the ra:i'I u re ,of 
Chartism? 

.,,,,~11mt11111 I II Im 111 11 111111 11111 111111 11 11119 11111 11111 m l 111 11111 1111 111 lrl 11 11111 111 HI IIIII I I I IUl!I I tlll 1111111 1111111 M 11ml 111 ltl M 11ml 11,m, 111 1111 II UIII I I ttllll I t>lll ll>l tllll llHIII II lllll I II IIII I I lml N 111111 111 IIIU 111111 11 1111111,11111>111 1111 II lm11~ 
"" ~-=! ~ 

~ The Nlational ,Charter A ssociation achieved mass ~ 
= -
=5 membership, and econom ic depression led to : 

= Chartist revival in 1842. Hlowever, tile second : 
-
~ Chartiis,m, arose out of the exdus,ion of the working peti1tion was rejected by Parliam,ent and the 

--::::: --s 
,... ~ dasses from the right to vote in both padiamentary government was SVvift and effective in containing 

~ and local e'lechons and trom further disappoi.ntment vio:lence. Charti'St hopes were kept al1ive by the Land i 
: with subsequent W hig leg1s!ation. The Anti-Poor Plan but t he move1m,e:nt dedined after the rejecti1on 

~ Law ca·mpa:ign of 1837-8 fed diitectJy into Chartism. of a third petition and the meet ing on Kenni,ngton 
;_ The six poi'nts of the Charter were P'Ublished in Common! London, in 1848. The fai1lure of Chartism 
: May 1838 a.nd de regates were e iected to a National is attributed to divi,si1ons in leadership, particularly 
= Convention. When Parliam ent tgnored t he first over the strategy to be adopted when C hartist 
= petitions were rejected by Parlia1m1ent and also to 
== petition, divisions e'merged in the Convention 
I abo·ut how to, respond. The show of 'priysical force' the strength and confidence of the gcvern1m,ent 
~ at Newport in 1839 was a fai lure and led to the response to the chat'lenge of the Chartists. 
-

--
------3 --
~ -,... 

- i,mpri'Sonm.ent of hund reds of Chartists . : 
~ ~ 
~ ~ 

,..+'l,rt 11111 111 mm 11111 11 11 mrt 11111111 1111111 mm 11111111 mm, 111111 1111m1 mm 11mm 111m 11mm 111m11111rrt 111111 11 111m 1mm 1111m 1m m t mm 111m11mm1J111u111111111nm 11111n 11mn 11 11111111 nn I m111 111111111n111 11111111 11111111 n 11111 11111111n1''" 
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(:) Refresher questions 
Use these questions to remind yourse~ of the key 
m,aterial covered in this chapter. 

I W'rrj ,did the 1832 Reform Act prove so 
d isappo~ntiing to the worki:ng da5ses? 

2 What impact did the unstamped press have on the 
radical ·movement?· 

3 How important vvas the Antl-Poor law campaign 
in the emergence of Chartism? 

4 What were the main points of the Charter? 

5 How impotiatlit was the National' Petition? 

6 How did 1members of the Convention view the 
use of force? 

Q Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

7 Was the Newport rising an attempt to overthrow 
the government or a demonstration that went 
wrong? 

8 Haw did the government respond to the Chartists, 
new strategies after 183'9? 

9 How did the govemme,rrt r-eact to the Plug 
disturbances? 

I O What VvaS the Chartist land Plan? 

11 Wrry had Ohartism fa.~ed to achieve rts aims by 
1850? 

1 'The passing of the new Poor Law 1in 1834 was the main reason why Chartism a,ttra,cted mass support in 
the years from 1837 to 1841.' How far do you agree wi,t:h thi,s statement? 

2 To what extent do you agree wrth the view that Charti:sm was pri m.arilythe produ1ct of economic 
depression ln the years from11837 to 1848? 

3 1 lnept 1·eadership characteris·ed the leadership of both the rad:i,ca l reformers from 1790 to 1819 a·nd of the 
Chartists from 1837 to 1848.' To what extent do you agree with th is state,merit? 

4 1Th e power of the State was a I ways going to prevent the Cha rtlsts succeed1 ng in their aims.' How far do you 
agree with this statement? 



The Contagious Diseases Acts 
and the campaign for their repeal 
1862-86 

The Contagious Diseases Acts authorised the police to arrest women suspected of being 
prostitutes and to have· them subjected to highly invasive medical examinations by doctors. 
The reasons for the passage of these Ads, the impact on women and the campaign for their 
repea I are examined in this chapter through the following themes: 

* Prostitution in mid-nineteenth~century Britain 

*· The Contagious Diseases Acts 1864, 1866 and 1869 

* The impact of the Acts on prostitutes and ordinary women 

* The campaign for repeal 1867-86 

. ]{ey,·.d·ates .I 

•-;.• L.~ t - ~ -

1854-6 

1862 

186,4 

1866 

1869 

cr~mean War highi:Jghted the poor 
health of British soldiers 

Comm,~ttee of [r,qufry into venerea1I 
dtsease in army 
Contagious Dirseases Act passed 
Second Contagious Diseases Act 

Third Contagio us Diseases Act 

National Assodation for Repeal 
of the Contagijous Di.seases Act 
formed 

Dec. Formation of Ladies' Na.tionall 
Assodation 

1869 

1870 

1872-3 

1874 

1883 

1886 

Ladies' Protest publiished in Dally 
Nevvs 

Henry Stonks defeated in 
Colchiester by-election 

Regi,onal electoral l'eagues 
organis·ed 1!o campaign for repeal 

James Stansfeld took on leadership 

role of campaign for repeal 

H,ouse of Commons1 motion led to 
end of compulsory examrnations 

Repea1 of Contagrous Diseases Acts 
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alJI- KEYTERM 

Rescue, w orkers Peopte 
who cared for prostttutes or 
~falle1n wom,en~ as they were 
calted in Victorian tim,es. 

Protest, Agitation and ParUam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Prostitution in mid-nineteenth­
century Britain 

I 

1Jt,, What were the main causes of prostitution? 
L __ .,. 

Prostitution was a cause of great concern in Victorian Britain. It was seen not 

only as a moral and health problem but also as a threat to public order and 

stability. So worried were politiciai1S, doctors and local authorities that a series 

of Contagious Dis,eases Acts ,vere passed in the 186,0s. These Acts gave rise to a 
nationwide ,campaign of protest, agitation and eventual refor1n. To understand 
how these Acts ca1ne about, it is necessary to examine the causes of prostitution 

in mid-nineteenth-century Britain. 

The undedying reason why won1en worked as prostitutes was undoubtedly . 
econ01n1c: 

Most working-class women had little or no education a.nd were litnited to 

poody paid jobs. S01rne jobs might provide only te1nporary or seasonal work.,. 
such as fa.n11 wook. 
The biggest sour,ce of employment wns undoubtedly do1nestic service, 
although many of those employed as servants in the houses of the upper and 
·middle classes were _poorly paid, as were those in dresstna'king and sinillar 
occupatio11s. A1so v,ery poorly paid and often irregular or unpredictable were 

jobs like laundry work or selling goods on the strieet. 
• Many prostitutes had worked in thes,e areas and then lost their jobs o~ 1even if 

they ,.vere still employed, could not survive on their meagre eanungs. 
·For many wo1nen, prostitution was the only alternative to going into 

the \i\l'torkhouse, wher,e a won,an gave up a11y reinaining autonomy, or 
independence, which she had and was subjected to harsh discipline. 

Finally, many women. saw prostitution as temporary or part-time, a way of 

tiding themselVies over unti] they could secu re work again or earn ,enough to 

live independently. 

However, more often than not, it was ho1ne and family circumstaneies which, 
when added to the impa,ct of poverty,. led to pros titution. Overcrowding at home 

(it was not unco1nmon for several children to share a bed) and crueL uncaring 

and sometin1.1es alcoholic, pa rents or steppa rents were reported by rescue 
workers to be what drove some won1e11 on to the streets .. A sizeable number 
were orphans. It is unlikely that many 1nade the conscious, planned decision to 

becotne a prostitute that .,Swindling Sal' did: 
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SOURCE A 
IIIIIIIIHIIHHIIHIIIUHIIIIIUIHIIIIIIIIHHlllllll!IIIHl!IIIIHIIIHl!llllllllll!IIIIHllllll!IIIIIIIIIIIIIIHHIIIIIHHlllli!llllll!l!IIIIIIIIU!IIIIH!IIIIIIIIIHl!IIIIIIHIIHIIIIIIIIIIIHI 

'Swindling Sal',, quoted in Judith Walkowitz,. Prostitution ,and Vit:t,orian Society,, 
Cambridge University Press, 1982, p.1:1. 

I was a servant gal away ,down in Birmingham. I got ti,-ed of workin' and' 
slavin' to make a Uving, ... what o' fiv,e. pun' a year and yergrub, I'd sooner 
sta1 ve, I would. After a bit I went to Coventry, cut brummagem [Birrningham], 
as ive calls it in those parts, and took up with soldiers as was quartered there. 
J soon got tired of them. Soldiers is good - sol'diers is - to walk with and that, 
il1ut they don't pay; cos why they ain't got no money; so I says to n1yself, I'll go 
to Lunnon [London] and I did. I soon found my level' there. 

There is little evidence to suggest that many prostitutes had 1nade such ai1 

intentional, business-like decision as Sal, although it is a n1yth to think that 
the typical prostitute was usually the helpless victin1 of seduction or rape by 
her middle-class enrtployer, as was thoug_ht in the past. Most of the wotnen 
interviewed by rescue workers and local authorities ,vere in their late teens or 

early twenties. There is p]entiful evidence that, after a frew years, many found 
a]ternatwe einployment and settled down, got tnarried, often with a working­

class man who had b en a clientr and became 'resp ctable'. 

Victorian attitudes to prostitution 

Many, especially middle-class, \lictorians saw prostitution as a 1noral threat 
to society. Prostitutes challenged the con1n1only held 1niddle-,class view that 
'WOtnen. were pure, that they were virgins until theywer1e married and, then, 
passi¥ely sub1nitted to their husbands' sexual advances and their duty to 

produce children. Victorian 1nen were prone to think of wotnen as wl1ores or 

virgins, and that the fom1er had 'fallen'. Prostitution was seen as soniething that 
conta1ninat1ed society and threatened the institution of 1narriage and the sanctity 
of the famHy. ProsHtution was see11 as harming the minds of the in:nocent as it 

.(flaunts about the strieets, it meets our sons and our daughters, and it taints the 

atmosphere in ,-vhi,ch it moves'. 

Prostitution was also viewed as a cause of public disorder because prostitutes 
often visited pubs and other places of public entertaintnent. In l886., people 

living near Clapham. Common in south Londortreported to the Horne Office 

that the Common was infested ,vith prostitutes and nighHy 'disgusting 
exhibitions of vice'. In fact, local police retorted that respectable ,.vomen arid 
courting couples we~e to be found on the Co1n1rnon and that the .few prostitutes 
there ,.vere behaved discreetly. 

Not only ,vere 1nany Victorians worried about the J:great social evif of 

prostitution. Some, both 1nen and \V0111,en, saw it as a n1ecessarJ~ or ines-capable, 
evil because men, unlike women, had a 'natura]' sex drive which, many 
believed, could not be satisfied within 1narriag,e. This epitomised the double 

standard, the hypocrisy, of Victorian morality. 

For what reasons r 
according to Source A, 
did Sal go to Coventry 
and; ,lateri to London? 

• 
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In what ways, according 
• to Source Bl were social 

differences between men 
and women justified in 
Y,ictorian Bntta.i'n? 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

SOURCE I 
IHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIHUHIIIIIIIIHlllllllllllll!IIIIIIIIIHHIIIHIIIIIHl!IHIIIIHHIIIIIIIIHl!!iH!IIIIIIIUIHlllllllllll!IIIIIIIIHIIIHHIIIHIHHIIIIIIIIHIIIIHllllll!IIIHIIIIIIII 

From Susie L StE!inbach,, Understanding the Victorians~ Routledge, 2012,, 
p. 13S. 

The sexual double standard rested in part on a belief ... that there were 
important biological differences between men and wornen. Men were 
11:ggressive and characterised by their physical strength. Women were· passive. 
It was their natirral destiny to give birth., and whether or not they did they were 
dominated by their menstrual periods and pregnancy. They could not 
physically or rnentally exert thernselves toofar or else they would drain needeid 
energies Jt~om their wombs. Many com1nentators drew on perceived physfcal 
differences between mal,e and jenude aninials to _justify social differences 
between men and wo1:nen . 

.......................................................................................................................................................................................... 
Nowhere was the need to find an outlet for 1nen's natural urges more necessary 
than in towns with military bases and .in ports. Many unmar-ri1ed soldiers were 
stationed in the for1ner, known. as garrison towns, and, i11 the latter, were 

sailors ho1ne on leave. The govern1nent and nuHtary authorities had recognised 

that sexually tra11s1n itted infections were ran1pant atnong these 1nen and thus 
perceived a need to provide safe sex for thes,e 111en., not any concen1 for won1en1s 
welfare, and this was what led t.o the passing o.f the, Contagious Dis,eases Act 

of 1864. 

Summary diasram: Prostitution in mid ... n in,eteen,th~century Britain 

Poverty was underlying cause Prostitution .seen as .a threat to 
,of pro,stituUon the family and society 

-

Prostitution 

It was also seen as ,a ne-oessary evil to satis,fy men's 'natural 1 urg,es, 
indicative of Victorian double standards 
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I 

The Contagious Diseases Acts 
18,64, 1866 and 1869 

Jtt- Why were the Contagious Diseases Acts passed? 
I 

The Crimean War of 185 4-6 was the 1n.ain catalyst it, raising concern about 
the health of the military. In the war, Britain sustained far more casualties 
in fu,e hospitals than on the battlefield. Newspaper reports, and even early 

photographs, provided evidence of foul living c011ditions. After the war} an 
ar1ny statistical department ,,vas set up and .it began to publish annual reports 
on the health of the army, a practice which the navy had already adopted. These 
reports highli.ght,ed the high degree of venereal disease among th,e troops and, 
by 1864, showed that it accounted for one in three sick cases. The tnorale and 
fighting fitness of the attnywete at stake. 

It was 110 dif£erent in the navy. So1ne reports suggested it was even. worse: 

SOURCE C 
i 11111111111111111111111111 II 1111 ill II I Ii 1111 ii 11111 ii 11111111111111 Iii 1111 ii 11111111111 i 1111111111 Iii 1111111111111111 Ill 11111 ii 11111111111 ii 1111 i 1111 i 111111 ii 111111111111111 ii 111111111 Ii 1111 

From A Statement of Certain Immoral Practices Prevailing in H.M. Navy by 
Admiral Ed,ward Hawker~ quoted in Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Vlcto.rlan 
S,ociety, Cambridge University Press, 1982., p. 73. 

Let those who have never seen a ship of war~ picture to thetnselves a very large 
and very low room with 500 rnen and' probably 300 or 400 W'omen of the vilest 
description shut up in it, and giving way to ,every e1:cess of debauchery that the 
grossest passions of human nature can lead them to, and they see the deck of l1, 
gun ship upon the night of her arrival in port . 

.......................................................................................................................................................................................... 
It is not surprising that ships docked in Portsmouth harbour, '"''ith a fuU 
comple1n1ent of sailors, were often in.capable of sailing a few weeks later because 
of the high rate of infection. 

Sotne cl,ergymen, doctors and evangelical Cht·istians condem11ed male s,exual 
licence, clailning that it des,e,crated the 'holy union' of n1arriage. However, 
a co1n1n.on view, a1nong inen at any rate, and some women, was that illicit, 

com1nercia1 sex was inescapable. It sitnply needed to be contained, :made safer 
and r,egulated. 

Lo,cal hospitals (kno,vn as I lock hospitals'), financed by voluntary subs,cription, 
a]ready provided care for diseased prostitutes on a voluntary basis. Now the 
govem1n,ent \Vas to intervene and make ,exa1nination of prostitutes 

compulsory. 

... K!YTERMS 

Crimean War A wa.r, 
1854-61 in which Brirarin and 
France fought Russia. 

Vener-eal disease SeX:uaJly 
tra. ns m rtted ,disease. 

Evangelical Christ ians 
Christians who believed that 
God caUed on them to do 
good; for exa,mple for sodajl 
and morar improvem,ent. 

Why might scenes l,ike 
this i1n Source C be so 
alarming to the author 
and the naval auuhodties? 
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The 1862 C.ommittee of Inquiry 
In 1862, a co1runittee was set up to enquir·e into ven.er,ea] disease among 
the 1nilitary. Florence Nightingale, a nurse who had ca1npaigned for better 

health care in the Critnea_, and other n1en1bers of the con1mittee, argued for 

more hospital care for diseased 1nen (and wo1nen) and penalties for met1 

who concealed H1at they had venereal disease. They also advocat,ed. hnproved 
sa.11itation in the barracks a.nd 1nore leisure activities to r,elieve the boredom 
of life in the barracks or on board a ship. Hov"rever, Sir John Liddell, director­

general of the naval 1nedical departn1ent1 argued for 1nore r,egulation of 
prostitu'ties. Furthermore, he cit,ed what Vv·as common practice in I11dia, Hong 
Kong and other British colonies. h1 t11ese places, prostitutes who. served British 
soldiers wer,e often. subjected to compulsory medical examination by British 

arm) doctors and this practice had been highly effectiv,e in reducing rates of 
venereaJ cliseas,e among the 1nilitary. LiddeU 'had his way. 

The Contagious Diseases Act .1864 

Tl\e Contagious Diseases Act of 1864 applied to specific garrison towns and 

ports in Eng]and and Ireland. It authoris,ed police, in these 'subjected districts', 

to arrest wo.men an ·the streets if they were suspected of being a 1co:1n1non 
prostitute', to register them and ensure they attended medical examination 
by anny or navy surgeons. If they were found to be diseased,, they could be 

detained for up to three ·months for treatment or unti] they ,.vere cured. 

The A,ct was passed with Httle debate Jn Parliament. S01ne MPs, in ignorance of 

the actual content, thought tl1at they had passed an Act that affected animals, 
as an earlier bill with the sarne name - the Contagious Diseases Bill - had been 
passed for the control of foot-and-mouth disease in cattle. 

The impact of the 1864 Act 
There ,vas sotne early criticis1n of the 1864 Act. Was it a sai1itary or a police 

1neasure? Was the highly invasive exa1nittation ofwo1nen, who were picked up 
by the police on the basis of suspi,cion or just because they happened to be out at 
night1 an infringe1nent of their rights? 

NeverH1eless,, .mttch of the early reception of the Act ,.vas posiHve. The 

Contagious Diseases Acts authoriHes coUected statistics on the decline in the 
nu11.1ber of prostitutes in the 1nilitary districts, the cleanfu1ess of registered 
wo1nen and the i111proved order on the streets in garrison tmvns and ports. 
A fe,v sceptical officials and 1niHta.ry doctors pointed out that it was likely that 

many prostitut,es had left the towns rath,er than risk being arrested, examined 
and sent to hospita]. Even if the Act did improve the health of the to,,,.rns to 

which it applied, it tnay have spread the disease further afi1eld as. prostitutes 
moved to unregulated areas. Suc.h vie\tvs, ho\Al1ev1er,. w1ere in the 1ninority. 
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The Contagious Diseases Acts 1866 and 1869 

ln 1866,. a second Act widened rhe scope of rhe 1862 law so that inor,e 1nilitary 
towns we.re covered. Furthermore., the new Act authorised a 1system of periodic 

fortnightly inspection or examination of all known prostitutes to be n1ade 
coirnpulsory~ under a '\\Tell organised sys.ten1 of n1edical police'. This suggested a 
more overt systen1 of police control. 

A \ivell-known medical expert, William Acton., claim.ed, in his book Prostitution 
(1870), that venereal disease would w,eaken the population un] 1ess it was checked 

and he became a keen advocate of the regulation of prostitutes. He said to 
prostitutes: 'You ,cannot be prevented from. following this sad car1eer which you 
have chosen; we cannot force you to abstain from vice; but \\le can and will take 

care that your shameful lives shall no longer work injury to H1e health of others, 
or outrage public decency.' 

Among tnany doctors, 1nilitacy leaders, police and clergy, there was support 
for regulation to be extended to the ne,.v i11dustrial cities of the north like 
1vianchester and Leeds. It would be a vvay of contai11ing the street disorder 

associated with prostitution (for example, rowdy public houses) and of 

aneviating the local cost of treating cliseased prostitutes and their children in 
workhouse infirtnaries. Although the regulatory system was never hnplemented 

across the north, a third Contagious Diseases Act was passed in 1869. This 

extended regulation to five additional 'subjected districts' .and extended th.e 

period of ti1ne for· which women could be kept in hospital to nine n1onths. It was 

to be 1net by mounting :resistance. 

Summary diagram: The Contagious Diseases Acts 1864, 1866 and 186,9 

Yet, it was bel teved1 soldiers. and sai I ors 
Spread of venereal disease needed sex. lherefom, 10 make it safe 1 

was. a threat to health and Contagious Diseases, Acts were, passed 
fitness of armed ·f,oroes in 1864, 18'66 and 1869 

Contagious Diseases Acts 

The1 Acts made prostitutes in ports and g.anison towns. subject to medical 
examinations and the,n treatment in lock hospitals if diseas-ed 
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The impact of the Acts on 
prostitutes and ordinary women 

""' How did the Acts affect prostitutes and ordinary women? 
I 
L-~----~---------- - --~-------~-------~-------------------w 

vVilliam Acton had called for .mor,e ,control over the lives o.fprostitutes. His views 

chimed v.11.th those of many i11 the governin,ent and the middle classes who 

were enthusiastic for State interventio11 in the lives of the poor on 111edical and 

sanitary grounds. The 1848 Public Health Act, ,vhich authorised Jocal authorities 
to improve sewerage and \i\tater supply, and the introduction of co1npulsory 
s1nallpox vaccmation of all new babies in 1853 had led to itnprov,em,ents it.1 public 

hea1th. Control of prostitutes, as a source of physical and tnoral pollution, would 

be an extension of Victorian public health poHcy. As the historian Paula Bartley 
wrote: 'Prostitutes were seen as a similar public nuisance to sewa,ge: they should 
be cleaned, sanitised and made safe .for the ,general public in the same manner 
as fetid drains .J' 

The treatn1ent prescribed for prostitutes with ve11ereal disease was 1nercury, 
in the form of pills, vapour baths or ointment. The tr,eattnent reUeved s01ne of 
the symptr0ms but rarely provided a cur,e. (It was not until the tnid-twentieth 
centul)~ with the development of antibiotics, that an effective artd reliable cure 

b,ecan1e \r\1idely available.) 

The ]e,gislation authorised the poUce to arrest ,votnen n1evely on suspicion of 
being a prostitute and to have the1n registered and exanuned. Once her name 
was on the r,egister, it could be difficult for a \voman. to have her name removed 

unless she left the district or married. Many women wer,e :falsely accused of 
being p!iostitutes. One was Mrs Percy, a professional sjnger and a,ctress whose 
suicide was reported in 1875. She had be,en .falsely accused of prostitution 
and was then barred from performing at 1m.usic halls for refusing to submit to 

examination. She complained of police abuse and intiinidation but it made no 
difference; she lost her job and her reputation, and then took her own life. 

One opponent of the legislation attacked the hypocrisy of the sexual doub],e 
standard., identifying officia]s responsible for punishing prostitutes as the 

saine men who also bought their sexual services. She told the story of one poor 
.. u11fortunat,e' who said: ''It did se,em hard 1na'a1n, that the Magistrate on the 

bench who gave the casting vote for n,y i1nprison1nent had paid me sev,eral 
shillings a day or two before, in the stre,et, to g-o with hhn.' 

Many reports., compiled by those who w,ere to carnpaign for the repeal of the 
Contagious Diseases Acts, told of 'instrun1.,ental rape" by 1nen carrying out 
vagh1aJ inspections, s01n,etimes on complete]y hmoc,ent ""~01ne11. These r,eports 
depictied regist,ered wo1n,en as, victims of male lust and medical and. police 

tyranny. They h,eiped to challenge the pr,evailing social view of prostitutes 
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as p0Uuta1tts of 1nen and portrayed them 'as the victhns of male pollution, as 
wo.tnen who had been invaded by 1nen.'s bodies, men's laws, and by that "steel 

' II h 1 I penis , t e specu um. 

Orie of th.ose who, in the 1nid-l860s, began to campaigt1 for the repeal of tl1e 

Contagious Diseases Acts was E1izabet11 ·wolstenholme. Sh,e had been, and 
conHnued to be, an ardent ca1npaigner for wo1nen's rights. She considered the 
Acts to be highly discriminatory against wo1n.en as the legislation contain.ed 

no sanctions against men. Not only did she stand out against the Acts, she 
also began to 1ca1npaign for votes for women in the belief that, when wotnen 

,,vere enfran,chised, they would be in a bett,er position to s,ecure the repeal of 
such discriminato:ry legislation. Wolstenhohne was. to be instrumental in the 

establishment of a national campaign for repeal (see page 102). 

Summary diagram: The imp,act of the· Acts on prostitutes and ordinary women 

The control and cleans.ing of prosUtutes as a source ,of pollution 

i 
Mercury treatment was rarely a cure 

+ 
Many innocent wom,en were· arres1ed and ,examined 

·* 
Elizabeth Wolstenholme saw the Acts as. discriminating .agains.t women 

The campaign for repeal 1867-86 
I -

t" How effective was the campaign of the Ladies' National 
: Association? 
I 
t 

t,, How do yo.u explain the eventual repeal of the Contagious 
Diseases Acts? 

~---------~---------------~----~--- ~-~---~~---~----~------
The first orga11-isers of the ca1npaign to -I1epeal th,e Contagious Diseases Acts 
,vere dismissed as 'eccentric' or religious fanatics. They faced a wall of ignorance 

and disbelief: even the most ,.vell-read and vveH-inform,ed people had no idea 
of the significance of the Acts. At a n1eeting il1 Chelt,enhatn in 1870, Reverend 
\IV. Allen stated that he 'had no idea until a £ew we,eks ago that th Act had any 
application other than to c.attle1 and Edward Baines, 11.P for Leeds, declared that 
.the never knew of a single instance jJ1 which .a debat,e took place upon ,either the 

Act of 1864, 1866 or 1869'. 

... KEY FIGURE J 

Elizabeth Wolstenholme 
( 1833-1918) 

She campaigned for W·om,en's 
dghts to higher education r to 
inherit pr,operty and for the 
vote, as well as for the repea:I 
of the ,contagious Diseases 
Acts. 
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law,makers. for example by 
putting pressure on MPs. 
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Nevertheless, by 1880, repeaters had ,von widespread popular appea1, built up 
a. nation\\7ide n1etwor.k of support and, 1nost hnportantJy, ,gain!ed consi.deraJbie 
political influence in Parliament. In 1886 the Acts were repealed. This section 

will trace and explain the 1na.in develop1nents in this transformation. 

The first, organised, public agitation was a response to plans, in the, mid-

1860s, to extend the systein. of regulation to the towns and cities of the north 
of England. Th.is agitation took place in the new political climate created by 
the passing of the 1867 Reform Act (see pa,ge 41). This Act 1enfranchised 1nany 

of the better-off working classes and stimulated a ,-vave of political activism, 

specially an1ong 1niddle-class Nonconformists and working-class radicals. 
It was also at this Hm1e that the first women's suffrage socieHes were formed. All 

of these groups ,.vere critical of the medical and military 1establishment and the 

increasin.g power of central goven11r1ent. 

In 1867, Darriiel Coop r, th secretary of the Society forth Rescu1e of Young 
Women and Childr,en,, orga11jsed a meeti11g of 'the 1nanagers of London~s 
female rescue ho1nes, which looked after prostitutes1 in order to oppose plans 

to ,extend the system of regulation. Their propaganda had little effect and the 

1869 Act was passed. However, foundations had b een laid. In 1869~. the National 
Associati.on for Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts was formed: novv the 
aitn was not just to prevent ,extension of the Acts but to abolish them (l1enae 
campaigners were sotnetitnes called ~abolitionists'). Branch associations were 

formed at public n1eetings, especially in the Midlands and the north of Engla11d. 
The Association's headquarters vvere, from 1870, to be in Lortdon and wrere 
intended to be the legal and parliamentary arm of the :movement. Ho,vever, the 
Association had only modest suocess at lobbying Parliament and 1nade little 
headway in mobilising support at election times. Far 1nore ef£ective in mobilising 

support was the Ladjes' Natjonal Association. 

The Ladies' National Association (LNA) 
A separate association forwo1nen, the Ladies' National Associatio11, was for1ned 

because,. initially,. th.e National Association excluded fen1ales. In De,ceinber 1869, 
E]izabeth Wolstenholme asked Josephine Buder (se profHe on page 104),, wirth 
,vhotn she had work1ed to promote women"s higher education, to organise the 

"· . worn.en s ca1npa1gn. 

The Ladies' Protest: the impact of the Acts on prostitutes and 
ordinary, women 
A general committee of the LNA vvas formed and a Ladies' Protest,. signed by 
124 1:nembers, ,,vas published in the Daily News. 
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from the ladies~ Protest,, which was published in the D,aily News in Dec:,ember 
1869. It was ,compiled by members of the ladies' National Association fo,r the 
Rep-eal of the· Conta,gious Diseases Act and was signed by 124 members. 

We, the undet·signed, enter ou1· solemn protest against trlese Acts - ... 

2. Because, so far ,as wo1nen are concerned, they renzove every guaranty of 
personal security which the law has established and held sacretJ., and put their 
reputation, their.freedom, and their persons absolutely in the power of the 
police. 

3. B.ecause the law· is b(jund, in any country professing to give civil libt!rty to its 
subjects, to define diearly an offence which it punishes. 

4. Because it is unjust to punish the sex who are the victims of a vice, and leave 
unpunished the sex wf10 are the main cause, both of the vice and its dre,aded 
consequences; and we consider that liability to arTest,. forced surgical 
exanzinati.on, and,. where this is r:esisted, imprisonment with hard lf:bou,; to 
which these Acts subject women, are punish1nents of the 1rzost degrading kind. 

5. Because, by such a system, the p·ath of evil is n?ade rnore easy to c1ur sons, 
and to the whole of the youth of England; inastnuch as a moral restraint is 
withdrawn the nwment the State recognizes and provides convenience for the 
practice of a vice which it thereby declares to be necessary and venal [smnelhing 
done for nioney]. 

6. B,ecause these measures are cruel to the women who come uride,· their actioriJ 

violating the Je,elings of those whos.e sense of sha.me is not wholly lost, and 
further b1"Utalizing even the 1nost abandoned. 

7. Because the disease which these .Acts seek to remove has never b1ee11 rernoved 
by any swch l,egislation. The advocates. of the systern have utt,erly failed to 
show, by statistics or otherwise1 that these regulations have in any case, after 
several years' trial, tind when applied to one sex only, diminished disease~ 
reclaimed the fallen, or improved the general morality of the country. We have, 
on the contrary, the strongest evidence to sho'lv that in Paris and other 
Contfriental cities, where wonien have long been outraged by this forced 
inspection, the· public health and mo1"als are worse than at home. 
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The Protest caused a sensatiori and the LNAl1eaders injected energy and vitality 

into the r1epeal campaign. They attracted widespr1ead publicity: the participation 
of.fe1nales astonished and perplexed the press and goverrunent. The pubHc 
,vere not used to women speaking publicly in front of mixed audiences and on 

issues like prostitution and venereal disease. The press were unpressed, even. 

if not alv,lays favourably,. with the wo1nen'·s coura,ge and tenacity: the Saturday 
Review referr d to the 'shrieking sisterhood'. One 1vfP later said: 1We know how 
to handle any other opposition in rhe House [of Commons] or 1n the ,countrJ~ 

Study Source D (points ? 
1- 7). What are the mafn 
grounds on whi1ch the 
Acts are being opposed? 
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but this is v,er3r awkward for us - this revolt of the wo1nen. It is quite a new thing; 

what are we to do with such an opposition as this?' 

Josephine Butler and the leadership of the LNA 

Jos,ephine Butler stood out by force of her personality which, in turn, enabled 
her to dominate the LNA and guide its poJicy. She was a gifted speaker who 
captured the popular imagination and inspired deep loyalty a1nong her 
co-workers. In her first year1 she travelled 3700 miles (6000 k.m) and addressed 
99 1neetings. Like many of the leaders on the con11nittee of the LNA she 

brought a \ivea]th of campaigning experience to the repeal 111.ovement. She 
had chatnpion.ed the rights of wo1nen in higher education while many of her 
colleagues on the LNA com1nittee had been active in the campaigi1 for the 

abolition of slavery or inn1oral-force Chart1s1n (see page 80). Butler, again 

like 1nany of her colleagues, had exp,erienc1e of ,vorking ·with and rescuing 

prostitutes. In Liverpool, she had taken several into her· home and later se·t up a 
'House of Rest' ·with the help of others. 

Josephine Butler 
rB28 Born in Northumberland 

185 11 Man-ied George Butl·er;, an Anglkan 
clergyman 

1867- 73 President of the North of England Cound l for 
Promoting the HIJgher Education of Wo:men 

1868 Published pamphlet The Education and 
&nployment of Women 

1869 Edited collection of essays or, Women's Work 
and Women's Culture 

Became leader-of Ladies' N1ational Associat,ion 
(LNA) 

t886 Repeal of the Contagious ID,iseases Acts 

1906 Died 

Butler gaiin ed a love of jru sti.ce from her father, who 

supported the abol.ition of slaveryr and a deep 
evangelical Christian faith from her mother. Her father 
encouraged her to read about the pol,itical and socia~ 
questions of the day suoh a.s the treatment oft~e poor in 
workhouses. 

H,er mardage, in 1851. was descdbed as a 4marriage 
of equals' and her husband was a strong supporter of 
her public work .. After herda-ughter died ~n 1864, she 

began to work among the women of the liverpooli 
workhouse, particu larly with prostitutes. She ~became 
possessed with an, .irresistihle urge to go forth and find 
some pain keener than my ownr to meet with people 
more unhappy than myself. lln I 8661 she set u,p a House 
of Rest and an industrial home for poor; young women. 

~n l 869. she was asked to become secretary of the LNA 
an-d lead the campaign for the repeal1 of the Contagious 
Diseases Acts. She said: 1 llt was as a citi,zen of a iree 
country fi rst1 and as a woman secondly. that ~ f e.lt 
im pe I led to-come forward.1 She saw the campaign as a 
pop u l1a r crusade against both vice and sac ial iii justice. 

She was a genuinely cha:rismatic leader. Meni as well as 
womenj responded to her magnetic appeal, even those 
who dtsagreed with her. After she had spoken before 
the Royal Commission in 1871, one member of the 
c,ommission remarked: jl cannot give you any idea of the 
effect produced except by saying that the spirri.t of God 
was there.' 

After spearheading the repeal campaign to its successful 
conclusion ·in 1886, Butler continued to campaign for 
women1s causes, particufan1y for educ-a:tion and the vote. 

She is now considered to have invented many of the 
strategies that woul:d later be used by the suffragettes 
(see page r 14). 

------------------------------------------~ 
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Not only did rnany of the LNA leaders ·have ,considerable experience of rescue 
work and political campaigning,, many of them wer,e comtnittedl fe1n inists. 
While recognising ~hat the women"s sphere was in the home, Butler caUed for 

th e diffusion of the 'home influence' across society as a whole. Butler celebrat,ed 

the fen1ale form of philanthropy, 'the independent, individual ministerin,g, the 

hoine influence' as opposed to the masculine, 'the organisation, the system 
planned by 1nen and ,sanctioned byParlia.ment'. She was always hostile to the 
social and political elite in London, particula.rJy the 1nilitary and medical men 

who had advocated the regulation of prostitutes. 

The leadership of the LNA 

Th,e leaders of the LNA mostly ca1ne from affluent, 1niddJe-class background s. 

Many had been educated, by parents or governesses, and they had the tjn1e, the 

fu1anciaJ independence and the n~oral and political co1nmit1nent to devote their 

energy to the repeal mov,en1ent . . Ma:ny of them felt a special sense of obligation 
to represent and defend the in terests of \Vorking women . At the LNN:s annual 
conference in 1876, Mrs Steward of Ongar explained: 

SOURCE E 
IIIIIIHI IIIIIIIIHIIIIIHIIIHllllllilllllllllllillll1llllllllllll1Hlllllllll1IIIHillll ll1lllllllllllllllliilllll1llllllllllll1lllliilllHllllll1illlllillll 1llllllillll1Hlillillll1IIIIIII 

From a speech by Mrs Steward of Ongar atth1e LNA~s annual conference in 187&,, 
1quoted in Judith Walkowit-z~ Prostitution and Victorian Society,, Cambridse 
Unive,,sity Press,. 1982J p,. 119. 

When I think ... what we women who are in easy circinnstances owe to 
wo,*ing women - that our clothes are made· by the-m, washed by thern; our food 
cooked by them., our children nursed by them etc. I cannot understand how we 
can bear not to pay back., to the best of our power, the debt we owe to theni. The 
wages we pay them are but a poor part of the debt we oive! And where is our 
justice, our griatitude, if we can stand by and see a ter"riblie wrong done ... to 
thern who cannot speak for themselves if we do not rise up and SP'e,ak.for the1n. 

111111 111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

As well as a ke1en social conscience, 1nany brought a religious fervour to the 

moveinent: severa.l LNA leaders were evangelical Christ ians for whon1 the social 

gospel dir,ected thern to '1nak1e the world a mOJ:1e suitable place to which Christ 
should return.' 

Bu fler saw her role as to 'br1eathe a little fire and courage in to individual v\o"'orkers 
and so gradually to influence a good 1na11y/ She admitted she had no £head for 

organisation'. Fortunately, she had 111any devoted, strong-1ninded and hard­
,vorking colleagues. Further1nore, there was also a nationwide netvvork of repeal 
organisations, involving both men and women, with man}r provi.t1cial and local 
branches. 

Study Source E. For what 
reasons does Mrs Steward • 
believe she and her 
col l'eagu es should stand up 
for working women? 
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He nry Wilson 
(1833- 1914) 

A regronal and national le,ader 
of the repeal campaign and 
rater a Ubera1I MR 
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Nati'onwide repeal agitation 
In the years 1872~3, a number of riegional electoral l1eagues were organised in. 
order to .press for r,epeal during parliam1entary and local elections. The 1nain ones 

w 1ere the Northern Counties League and the Midlands Electoral League. Many 

different Christian denominations, such as fhe Quakers, organised their own 
·repeal groups. Most of the regional leaders, like those of the LNA, were middle 

class, often industrialists and merchants, vvho sa.w themselves as 'outsiders' 
in opposition. to the London ;establishln,ent' that supported the Contagious 

Diseases Acts. Many were active supporters of the L~beral Party, often radical 
and oven-vheltning]y Nonconformist. The 1nost ,effective was Henry Wil on, 
leader of the Northern Counties League. He ,i\'as a brilliant organiser and, at 
the 11atjonal leveL he cultivated the support of the Liberal Party. Like Butler, he 

criticised the National Association as 'do nothings'. Historian Paula Bartley has 

written of \'Vilson~ '\'Vorking backstage without the gla1nour of Butler's rerusade, 
Wilson was a v-vorkhorse who provided the backbone to the campaign wag,ed 
by the LNA and deserves as tnuch credit as Butler in the successful repeal of the 
[Contagious Diseases Acts].' 

The repeal mov1ement was not, by any n11e,u1s, exclusively 1niddle class in its 
membership and, in 1875, a ·workingMen,.s National League was established. 
How,ever, there \i\1ere distinct differences, so1n,etilnes rivalri1es,, between repeal 

organisations, on the basis of class and, above all, gender. Men and women 

forn1ed separate organisations and developed distinctive methods of agitation. 

Neverthei ss, ·whatever their political differenc s, n1ale and feina]e, 1niddle-class 
and wotking-class repealers were united in their hatred of 'profligate [immoral] 
adstocrats' who,, they believed, dominated the government, the military and 

also the 1nedical profession. 

The move1nent depended on financial suppo.rt from a nu1nb r of individuals 
and organisations. Much ea.me from Nonconf-ormist.r especially Quaker, 

bu sin.essmen~ and, eventuallJ~ from irtfluential trade union leaders and an 

increasin,g 11u1nber of the 1nedica1 profession. 

The methods of campaigning 
A variety of campaignu,.g strategies were used. Petitioning vvas used ,,,tidely as 
it was the only constitutional way by which women, ,vho were unable to vote., 

cou]d influence Parlian1ent. Bet\Veen 1870 and 1886, 18,000 petitions, signed 
by over 2.S tnUlion people, were presented to Parliainent. PubUc meetings were 
held in churches, town halls and working men's clubs, especially in the north 
and Midlands. In preparation for the meetings, both. voluntary and paid agents 

distributed posters and put adverts in local papers. Then, after the 1neetings, 

they\\1ould coUect sign.atures for petitions to Par.Hatnent. 

The most successfu] tactic, both as a way of demonstrating popular support and 
of embarrassing the Llberal govern1nent, \<Vas cha.llengin.g Liberal cat1clidat1es at 
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by-elections.1\.vice in 1870, repealers opposed Henry Storks \vhen he stood for 

election ·to .Parlia1nent. H,e had i.tnplemented a system for regulating prostitutes 
when. goven1or of the British colony of Nlc1.lta. and he ,.vas closely associated w~th 
military men in the government. When he stood it1 the Co]chester by-1elecHon 
in autumn of 1870, n1ale and fe1nale ~pea.lers put up p]acards around the town 

highlighting a stateinent which Storks had n1ade in support of a plan to subject 
soldiers' wives,. not the soldiers ~hemselves, t-o the Acts. A poster distribut1ed in 
the town tnocked hhn with a poem, the last verse of vvhich was: 

Contagious Diseases are bad/' King Stork; 
But tyranny's worse than disease, King Storie 
So off to your .bogs; 
And your own native frogs, 
For we won't be swallowed by you, King Stork! 

The repealers were succ1essful and Storks was defeated. Jos phin Butler's 
activities during the by- 1elecHon contributed to the increasing support for repeal 
Ho,,vever, she was chased by a crowd of brothel-keepers a.nd had to hide in a 

cellar. On artother occasion, she had flour and excre1nent thrown at her. Local 

public opinioni Vi/as outraged by these attacks whUe Butler appeared as a heroine 
who refused to be det1erred by abuse. 

The Shield, the newspaper of the LNA;' publicised cases of\ivo1nen who had 
been persecuted ·by the Contagious Diseases Acts. None had n1ore unpact than 

the report of the suicide of lYlrs Percy (see pa,ge 100). It provided the repeal 
moveinentvfith its first 1nartyr .and re-energised the 1nove1nent at a thne 
when, in the face of continuing Parliamientary indifference, it was fading. Both 

politicians and public w,ere bombarded by repiea]ers with colourful propa,ganda 

attacking regulationists. One pa1nph]et cited the '1n1edicaJ lust of handling and 

dominating won1en1
, 1natched by the 'police lust of hunting a11d persecuting 

women'. 

Occasionall)~ LNA activists did ackno\ivledge that so:tn.e registered women. w1ere 
experienced prostitutes who had chosen to go on the streets. But they stressed 
the ,casual nature of prostitution as a temporary occupation £or women who were 
destitute. They argued that it was the regtdation. systetn that stiginatised them 
and .prevented thetn from finding alternaHve respectable employment. 

Parliamentary support for the repeal of the Acts 

Since only Parliament ,could repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts it was crucia] 
to win the support of MPs. Private members' bills were regularly in.troduced i.11 
Parliament but, lacking substantial support in the 1nain parties, the Liberals and 

the Conservativ,es, the} were not passed. Other issues, like Ireland, the Empire 

and education, were given priority. 

Follov,ring the success of the r,epealers in defeating Henry Storks, the Liberal 

candidate in the Chichester by-election in.1870, the Liberal government set up 

.. KEYFIGURE 

Henry St orks ( 18 11 -74) 

A high-:ranki ng a,rmy officer 

who stood for Padi:am e nt in 
1870. He was a strong 
supporter of the Contag1iaus 
D,iseases Acts. 

... KEVTERM 

Private member's bill 
A parHamentary b~IJ put 
forward by an individual MH 
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James Stansfe ld 
(1820- 98) 

Uberal MP and ,cabinet 
minister who used 'hi1s 
expertise and influence, both 
inside and outside Parl iam,ent, 
to strengthen the repeat . 
campaign. 
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an inquir)'r- but its report, -six 1nonths ]ater, favoured extensiOI'\ not repeal, of the 
AC'ts, stating: 'There is no c01nparison to be made behVeen the prostitute and 
the men who consott with them. Vvith the one sex the offence is co1nmitted as a 

matter of gailli with the other it is the irregular indulgence of a natural itnpulse.' 

FortunateJ.y for the repeaters, the Acts were not extended: the cost and practical 
difficulties of itnplementing the Acts in, big ciHes were seen as prohibitiv,e. 
By the early 1870s, there was a growing nu1nber of Liberal MPs who favoured 

repeal In 187 4,. the Liberal goven1ment was defeated i11 a general election and 

it was feared that the n101nentun1 for repeal 111ight be lost. However, this proved 

to be a turning point for the 1noven1ent becaus,e the Liberal defeat reli v1ed 
Jam es Stan sfeld, an advocate of .r,epea1., from his responsibilities as a Cabinet 

ministier. He now lent his full support to repea] and, because of his high profile 

and political experience, the press took. note. The Times was worri1ed that such 

an ernirtent figure identified himself with 'the hysterica] crusade1 against the 

Contagious Diseases Acts but he vesponded with hu1nour, writing to Josephine 
Butler that he hoped ... to be the best abused man in England within hvelve 

months'. (Many n1en, and som.e wo1nen,, ·believed that hyst,eria - u11contro1led 

excite1nent -was a particularly female characteristic.) 

·r he leadership of James Stansfeld 

Stansfeld assumed nation.al leadership of the movement and set about making 
it a 1nore effe,cti¥e pressure group. More electoral leagues \ivere esta.bHshed and 

there Vv"as a drive to win ovier inore working 1nen and residen,ts of th,e subjected 
districts. Aboy,e all, Stansfeld de,dded to 'beat supporters [of the Acts] 011 their 

own ground': more 'facts: more scientific and 1nedical statistics, would be 
collected on venereal disease a1nong the 1nilitacy in subjected districts to show 

that the Acts failed to control the spread of the disease. Stansfeld encourag1ed 

the fonnation of the Nartiona] Medical Association tn 1875 in order to enlist the 
support of doctors. 

In 1879~ the Conservative government r,esponded to incr,eased lobbying and 

appointed another committee of inquiry. Wllen the Liberals returned to povver 

in 1S'80, Stansfeld was made a 1nember. Many medical experts testified, b,oth 
for and against the 1nedica] benefits of the Acts. Yet ther,e was stalemate and 
no agreed reco1rune11dations. However, there was surging support for repeal in 
the eady 1880s. In side Parliament there was an increasing nutnber of Liberal 

MPs, especiaUy newlfy elect,ed radical ones, who vvere con,mitted to repeal and 
other moral issues. Outside Parliament, there was growing support for repea] in 

working men's clubs in the ,east end of Lon.don and a1nong middle-class vvomen 
in the more affluent parts of the capital. 

·r he repeal of the Acts 
A further boost catne ,,vhen Henry Wilson, nov!l an M~ and fellow catnpaigners 

in the regional leagues helped to create a political committee ofuberal 1vIPs 
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to push fot repeal in Parlia1nent. The stage was set for Stansfeld, in 1883, to 
introduce a motion in the Hous,e of Co1n1nons that 'the Hous·e disapproves of 
the cotnpulsory exami11ation of women under the Contagious Diseases Acts'. 

It was passed by 182 to 110. Compulsory examinations had to be suspended, 

thus n1aking the Acts u11workable. 

Parliament \o\l""as still preoccupied with, and also prioritised, other business and 
most of the tnilitary and medical estabHsh1nent was opposed to repeal. Hovilever, 
the Acts were in.effective without compulsory exa1nination. Opposition. to repeal 

was worn down, some said by the consta11t petitioning and 'disgusting literatunl 
,,vith which oppon,ents were b0111barded. The Acts vver finally repealed in 1886. 

The success and significance of the repeal campaign 
The can1paign of protest and agitation was a c01nplete success. No one individual 

is n1ore responsibl,e for this success than Josephine Butler-. Her courage and 
co1n1nitment,. her passion and powers of persuasion were se,cond to none, 1nale 
or fe1nale, either in the movement or~ arguably, in the whole of the nineteenth 
century. With the support of 1equally conunitted and hard-working colleagues 

itl the L'NA, she was able to build support across both class and gender lin,es. As 
historian Judith Wa]kowitz writes, she showed a 'genuine respect and sy1npathy 
for working people that was entirely reciprocated'. She invoked the fury and 

won the support of working rnen whose wives at1d daughters nught be unjustly 
arrested and accused under the Acts. Furthertnore, sl1e challenged the double 

standard which jrUstified 1nale a1ccess to 'hnpur ' wo1nen while pointing out that 
1nen could still conta1ninate their innocent "'1ives. 

Although Butler and the LNA were pre-eminent it1 the ca1npaignf .rnany other 

organisations and their ]eaders helped to n1ake it into a n1ass, nationwide 
move1nent. The electoral leagues, ,especially in the north and the Mid]ands, 
ca1npaigned vigorously. Het-e Henry WHson play1ed a crucially important 

organising role., as he later did, as an MP, when in Parliatnrent. 

And, of course, only ParHa1nent could ·repea] the Acts. Lobbying by repealers 

found an increasingly supportive body of, 1rnostly, Not1co1tformist, radi,cal, 
Liberal NIPs, chief among whom was Jatnes Stansfeld. Many of them, .like 1nany 
thousands nationwide, were inspired by the 'socia] gospel' and were 'bent on 
saving not only the individual, but also society. For these MPs, for Butlier and 

n1any in the LNA and the ],eagues; there was a]so a desire to strike a b]ow for 
'outsiders' against what 1nany of the1n saw as 'the 'de,cadent upper classes'. 
Armed with their 1evidence that suggested that the legislation. was ineffective 
in haltirtg the spr,ead of venereal disease, Parliament ,vas persuaded to repea1 

the Acts. 

The success of the campaign for the r,epea] of the Contagious "Diseases Acts 
inspired 1nany more who fought for women's rights, none 1.nore so than those 
striving to achi,eve the parliarn,entary vote for ,.vo1nen. 
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Summary dia9ram: The campaign for repeal 1867-86 

Lad ~s' National Association 1 Regional electoral leargues1 

led by dynamic and inspiring often led by ,evang,el ~caJ 
Josephine Butler, was, pre..,eminent Nonconformi.s,ts, were a source o,f 

in the campaign mass support 

Repeailing the 1Contagious 
Diseases Acts -

Acts were attacked as unfair Lobbying of Parliament ~d 10 increased Liberal 
and ineffective sup pod and 1even1ual repeal in 1 88"6 

:,,:\ ' ~ 
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~ 
~ :; ----------~ ---~ ---

- Prostitut ion was of great concern to Vk:tonian 
-~ sodety, not only because of its chal1:lenge to 
; the mo'ta~ order b,ut als,o because, through the 
~ assodated spread of venereal d1sease, lt seemed to 
= endanger the health and morale of Britain's armed 

s forces. This, riot any concern for wo-meri -s health, 

; was what impel led the r~ulling autnorities to pass the 
= Contagious Diseases Acts. Th,is 1legislation authorised 
-
5 

the poli1ce to pi,ck lip any woman~ in spedfi.ed towns 

= and ports. who was suspected of befr,g_ a 'comrmon 

- prostitute' and then have her subjected to medical 

g examlnation. Th is punished 1innocent women as weH 

as prostitutes and led to a concerted campaign of 
resistance. 

Eliizabeth Wo·lstenho~me invited J1osephine Butler 

to lead the Ladies' INlational Association Which 
spearheaded the ca·mpaign for repeal1 wh1Je 
nationwide ag1tation was allso burilt up by el,ectoral 
lie agues and many other, often eva.ngel ically inspi:red. 

organisations. Petitioning, meetings, in.terveint~on in 

by-elections and w i,despread propaganda were all 

~ 
~ ---.. -----
--
i -.... 
---
----

used to advance the cause. Ul'timate'lyl it was the ~ 
-growirng support of Liberal MPs, most i1mportantly of ~ 

Ja.mes Stansfeld, and the comp ii ing of evidence that 

suggested the Acts were lne.ffective as well as unfai1r. 

t hat lled to their repeal by Parliament f n 1886. 

------
._ -------::. 

~ ~ 
~ ~ 
~ ~ 
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Chapter 6 The Contagious Diseases Acts and the campaign for their repeal 1862-86 

~ Refresher questions 
Use these questions to rem~nd yourself of the key 
material coverad in this··chapter.. 

I What were the :main causes of prostitution ~n 
Vrctorian Britain? 

2 Why were the Victorians so worried about 
prostlt·ution? 

3 Why were the Contaglous Diseases Acts passed? 
4 What Vvas the 1impa.ct of the Acts on prostitutes and 

ordinary women? 

S What was the role of Elizabeth ·wol'stenho:lme i,n 
the campa,ign for the repeal of the Acts? 

e) Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

6 What was the ,im,pact of the ladiest !National 
Association? 

7 Why was Josephine But1errs ,leadership of the 
La.dies1 1Na~on; .I Association so effective? 

8 Who supported the regional leagues in the 
campaign for repeal of the Contagious IDisease·s 
Acts? 

9 What were the chief methods of campaigning for 
repeeJ? 

I O How rmportant was the role played by James 
Stansfel1d in the ,campa1ign for repeal? 

I I Wh,y were the Acts finally repealed' in I 886? 

1 1Withou1t the leadershi·p of Josephine Butiler. the Gontagious D·,iseases Acts wo·uld not na,ve been repealed in 
1886.' How fa r do you a,gree w,ith this statement? 

2 'The Lad ies' Natfona'I Associatton played a, m1ore important ro le than that of any other organ isation or 
1nd1vfdua~ 1n the campalgn for the repeal of the Contag1ous Diseases Acts 1n 1886.' How far do you agree 
w i1th this statement? 

3 To what extent do you agree that a nationwide. grassroots movement was the key to the r,epea I of the 
Contag.ious D1iseases Acts i!n 1886? 

4 1Tlhe co1ntribution of James St ;;1nsfeld was more important than that ()f .Josephi1ne Butiler in the repeal of the 
Contagious D:iseases Acts i1n 1886.' How far do you agree wi,th this statement? 

SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTION 

1 Assess the va lue of Source D (pag,e 103) for revea ling the arguments put forward by the Ladies' Nattona 1I 
Associati,on for the repeal. ,of the Contagi.ous D~seases Acts. Exp ta in your a nsweir using the souro.:~ t he 
information given about its orig~n and your own knowl:edge about the h,istoricaJ context. 
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The Women's Social and Political 
Union 1903-14 

In February 1918, a few months before the end of the First World War, women over the age 
of 30 were granted the right to vote. However, the campaign for fem a le suffrage (the right 
to vote) had reached its height in the years before the war. So why had the campaign not 
been successful before 1914-? Th is question and, more specifically, the role of the Women's 
Social and Poilitical Union i(WSPU), ii!; the principal focus of this chapter. This is explained 
through the following themes: 

* The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and votes for women 
1897-1903 

* The Women's Social and Political Union i(WSPU) 1903-14 

* The WSPU and the Liberal government 1906-14 

The key debate on page 127 of this chapter asks the question: Was the militancy of the 
WSPU the main reason why women were not enfranchised by 1914? 

]<~y-.:.date_s 
- , .. , ,· 
-----------------

1897 

190] 

1905 

Nationa~ Union ofWom·en's Suffrage 
Societies (NUWSS) formed 
Wo,men's Sodal and PoHtkal Union 
(WSPU) founded 
IMore mHitant strategy of heckl:ing 
adopted by ·wsPU 

1909 First hunger str.ikes and forcible 
feedJng 

1910 Fa~.lure of first ConcHiatfon Bi11 
Nov. 'B:lack FddayF police v io~ence towards 

wo1men outsirde Padiament 

1911 FaHure of second Condliat,ion Btll 

Resumption of WSPU virofence 

1913 April jCat and MO'use Act' 

15mme~ine Pankhurst sentenced to 
three years' imprisonment 

Nov. Ermily Dav~son died after falling under 
the kJng's horse at the Derby 

1914 Suffra,gettes su~pende.d mi1litancy at 

outbreak of hirst Wodd War 



Chapter 7 The Women! Sodal and Political Union 1903-14 

• 

Th,e National Union of 'Women's 
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and 
votes for women 1897-19103 

~ What were the arguments and tactics of the suffragists? 
I 

~--- - - - ----------
In the later ninete1et1th century, wo1nen experier1c,ed a nu1nber of significant 

improve1nents to their lives. So, for 1exa1nple1 by 1900, all ,children had access to 
free schooling up to the age of thirteen and 1nor1e ,,vo1nen were being ad1nitted 
to rugher education and to the professions. How,ev1er, although they were able to 

become doctors, the law and banking ,vere still closed to \t\romen. lv1a11y "\tvo1n1en 

believed that gaining th,e ri,gl1t to vote and enter ParHa1nei1t would enable them 

to hav tnore opportuniti sand achieve greater equality. 

The Vi!Ome]11s suffrag,e tnov,ement initially took off in the 1860s, in_ the sam,e 

decade as the LacHesJ' National Association catnpaign to repeal the Contagious 

Diseases Acts (see page 101). A petition, signed by 1500 \IVotnen, was presented 

to Parlia1r\ent in 1866 and, over the n1ext 30 years, numerous suffrage societies 
'Vvere set up. In 1897, the National U:nion ofWotn1en1s Suffrage Societies 

(NUWSS) vvas formed to unite all the various suffrage organisations. Their 

metnbers were kno,vn as suffragis ts and, by the end of the nineteei1th centurJ~ 
they appeared to be strong and united, with branches actoss Britain. B1efore t'he 

outbreak of war in 1914, there were 400 suffrage societies in Britain. 

Table Zl is a su1nmary of th,e 1nain argu1n1ents for and against votes for women. 

Table 7. I A, summary of the main arguments given at the time for and against votes for women 

... KE'YTERM 

Suffragists Women who 
sought the vote using peaceful 
m,eans. 

Some property-owning women can~ and doi vo,te in 
focall efecUons1 and serve on education boards and as 
Poor Law guardians , so they should hav,e the vote in 
national eJections and se1rve on national lbod~e,s. 

The role of wom,en is within the home! lookJng after their 
husbands and chill d r,en. 

Som.e women are highly educated, wo1nk as doctors and 
teachersi andl pay taxes like m,en so they should be 
able to vote. 

Women a~ready hav,e· th,e vote jn Australia and N,ew 
Zealand and that lhras not led to disaster! 

Women are experts in educaUon and the ho,me so, they 
can he~p Parliaiment make hetter laws on these issues. 

If women enter ParUament, they wrn be ab~e to push for 
laws to 1improve women's economic position (for 
examp~e. access to mo,r.e lobs) and sociall status i(for 
exampie, equal rights w1ithirn marriage). Thus the vote 
wiH enable women to end the exptoitation of their sex 
and achieve equaHty. 

Giving women the vote will1 lead them to negl·ect their 
f.ami ly drutie s. 

Wnmen have a huge1 ilndirect1 ~nfluence, through thefr 
husbands, on the poli1tics of the· coun~ry anyway so they 
do not need the vote. 

The interests of w-omen are represented by their fatllers, 
husbands and s o,ns ~n Parr11 ~ame:nt 
Some women have allrea.dy been granted the vnte in 
local eiections and are doing good work in ~oca~ 
gov,ernmrent W1h•ch js women 1s proper sphere because 
it invo~ves educaUonl health and housing. 

Women do no,t fight in wars 'for their country so they 
shoulld not have a say on questiions of war and peace 
and whe~he:r the country should go to war. 
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... KEVTERMS 

Women's Social and 
Political Union C,,,SPU) 
Founded in I 903 by 
EmmeHne Rinkhurst to 
campaign for votes for 
women. They were more 
m Hit ant than the suffrag·ists of 
tihe NU1WSS. 

Suffragettes Women who 
sought the vote using more 
confrontational, somehmes 
v1iojent, means. The term was 
first used by a journalist in the 
Daily Mall. 

l .. KEY FIGURES 

Christabel Pankhurst 
(1880-1958) 

Eldest daughter of Em.meiine 
Pankhurst. She had a law 
·degree but, as a woman, she 
cou1ld not practise. Beca·me 
chief organiser ·Of the WSPU 
aJnd was .imprisoned three 
times. Fled to Paris in 19112 to 
escape arrest and 
1:mpri·sonment. 

Sylvia Pankh ur-st 
(1882-1960) 

Second daughter of 
EmmeHne Pankhurst. 
Organised the working--dass 
branch of the WSPILJ, whiah 
was run on de,mocratk lines. 
~mprisoned several times, 

went on hunge,r strikes and 
was force-fed. E>:pelled from 
the WSPU1 i'n I 9 14 for not 
f otlowi1ng its prirncipf es. 
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Only Parlirunent could pass laws to give women the vote so suffragists focused 
much of their campaigning on persuading individual 1vIPs to support women's 
suffrage. They petitioned ParHatnent to demonstrate increasing support for 

womerrs suffrage and lobbied :rvIPs. In 1election ca.1npaigns, th,ey worked for 

those who were in favour of votes for wo1nen .. For instance, they produced and 
distributed leafJ,e ts in support of those candidates. 

However, because none of the poliHcal parties adopted wo1nen's suffrage as 

official policy, the suffragists had to rely on. sympathetic MPs to put forward 
private n1e1nbers1 bills for won1ien's suffrage. Such bills "vere introduced 

ahnost ev1ery year in the late nineteenth and early hventieth ,centuri1es. Much 
of ·the comment m ade in parliamentary debate consisted of pokin,g fun at the 
suffragists or ,vas do,,vnr ight hostile and not one bill was ever passed. This 

was one of the main reasons why, in 1903, the Women's Social and Political 

Union (WSPU) was set up. Their inembers becan1e ·known as uffragettes. 

Summary diasram: The National Un ion of W,omen's, Suffrage Soc.ieties 
(NUWSS) and votes for women 1897-1903 

,, 

I 

N,UWSS formed in 1897 
To unite al I suffrage organisations 

i 
There were many arguments both for .and .against women's suffrage 

+ 
Only Parliament could pass a law to enfr-anchise women 

Yet none of the, bHls presented to Parliament was passed 

The Women's Social an·d Political 
Union (WSPU) 1903-14 

~ How was the WSPU organised? 
I 

a.. How and why did the WSPU become more militant? .. _ - ----------~---~~----~----- - -~---~~---~~--" 
The WSPU ,.vas founded by Emm.,eline Pankhurst (see profile on page 116) 

and her daughters, Christabe1. and Sylvia. They were frustrat,ed by years 

of defeat for the suffrage ,cainpa.ign and wanted to fonn a n1ore effective 
politic.al 1nachi11e. The Pa11khurst fa1nily was steeped in the radical politics of 
Manchester, its ho1netov,ln, and, even as children, Christabel and Sylvia had 

been taken to meetings of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) by their parents. 



Chapter 7 The Women! Sodal and Political Union 1903-14 

However, Emrnelirte and her daughters became disillusioned ,-vith. their local 
Labour Party: severa] of itE male inembers were Jukewarn,. in their support for 
women's suffrage and the Pankhursts'' disillfusionment deepened in 1903. In that 

year, a buildirllg was to be opened in memory of E1runeUne"s husband, Richard,. 

who had died five years before. It was to be the headquarters of the local branch 

of the ILP. However, it was to be open only to 1nen. 

The leadership of the WSPU 

When the WSPU was fom1ed, it included many woinen who were wives of 

ILP 1nre1nbers but th decision was 1nade that the new o~gani.sation would be 
independent of any 1na]e politi,cal party and that its 1ne1nbership would be all 
fe1nale. It would a]so adopt a tnore confrontational approach than the suffragists 

of the NUWSS. 

SOURCE A 
lll!!H!!lll!!! l!!!!l!!!l!!lll!!!!!!l l !l!!IIHll!!!!!!l l!!!!!!l!l!!!! !!l !!!H!!lll!!!!!!l !!!H!!lll!!! !!!l l!!ll!!l!l!!!!!!l !!!!l!!l!l!!!!!!l !!!! !!!l!l!!!! !!l !!!H!!!ll!!!! !!l !!!H!!l!l!!! !!!l l!!!!!!lll!!!!!!l !!!!l!!l!l!!!!!!l !!!!!!!Hl!!!! !!l !!!H!!lll!!!! !!l !!!H!!lll!!! !!!l !!!l!!!!!!!!!!!l !!!!!!!!ll!!!!!! l !!!!!!!l!!!!!!!l !!!Hl!!l!!!!!!!l !!!H!!l!l!!!l!!I 

The 

,. I SOCMJ an~ Poti'l.ie&li ug;vn.., . 
FRIDA. Y1 JANUARY J 7. 19: 1 3,. 

· A 

Study Source ·A. Wha:t 
messages are conveyed 
by this sou rce? 

The cover of The 
Suffragette newspaper,1 
17 January 1'913 . 

............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 
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Emmeline Pankhurst 
1858 Born as Emmel1ne Goulden 

1'879 Married radkal l1awyer Richard Pankhurst 

1903 WSPU1 founded 

l908 Imprisoned for the first time 

1913 Sentenced to three years in prison 

1914 Abandoned ea mpaigri for the vote at start of 
the First Wo~ld War 

1926 Adopted as a Conservative candidate but 
failed to be el:ected 

1928 Died 

Emmeline Pankhurst is one of the most fascinating and 
cont rO'V'Srs ial worn en in mode1m IBrit i sh hi story. Th en3 
is a statue of her outside the H.ouse of Commons. a 
portrart of her in the National Portrart Galrlery and a 
Pankhurst Centre buHt from one of her former ho;mes in 

Mane hesteir: 

She was invotved ,in political activhy throughout her 
adu It. :life: she was a Poor Law guardian, a member of 

the Manchester School Board and a founding member 
of the Manchester 'lndep end ent Labour Partyi and was 
active in four different suffrage societies at the tum of 
tn e century. 

Protest, Agitation and ParUam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

II n 119 0.3, frustrated that 
women were no r1earerto 
be.ing given the vote, she 
founded the Women's Social' 
and Political Uni,on (WSPU) 
and promoted a very different, 
confrontationa 1I style of po1itics. Although she did not 
~nftiate w ,indow smashing or the other forms of ,ill'egal 
act1ivities, she clairned responsib ili,ty as leader of the 
WSPU1

~ wll have advised. I have indted1 I have conspired 
... ~ accept the responsibiillty for if. INlot surpdsingly,, the 
government constant,ly arrested, tri,ed and imprisoned 
her. 

By f 9 14, she was refusing to eat ddnk or sleep after 
being imprisoned. The gove mm entt fearfu I of pub li'c 
criticism. never force~fed her but released her from 
prison when her heaulth was critical and she had the 
~odour of m,a In ut rition' about her. 

On the outbreak of the First World wa,r, IEmmerine 
Pankhurst ,ceased campaigning for the vote and instead 
worked closely with her former enernyr Lloyd ,G,eorge. 
to promote the war effort. In 1926, she was adopted as 

Conservative candidate for the working-dass district of 
Whitechapel. 

The leaders of th WSPU (as vvith the leadership of the Ladies' Asso,ciarion. 
which campaigned agains·t the Contagious Diseases Act) were 1nostly from 

affluent, middle-class families. They were usually rnarried to ,.vealthy men 
or .can1e fro1n monied backgrounds (a fact that is frequently poi11ted out by 
historians), although the leaders of 1nost 1nen's political organisations at that 

ti1ne wef!e also vteU off. The WSPU relied on U'npaid work so its men1bers had to 
be economically independent if they wer,e to devote thetnselves to catnpaigning. 

The WSPU has been criticised for being elitist. One of its leading figures, Lady 
Constance Lytton, ,ca1n1e from a highly aristocratic background ,.vhile another, 

Emm1 line P1ethwi,ck-Lawrence, was wealthy enough to donate large sutns of 
money to the WSPU. However, the WSPU, with its origins in the Labour politics 

of the north of England, recruited many ,vorkin.g-class (as well as middle-class) 
women who did valuable propaganda work in the texti]e towns1 '\iVhile Sylvia 
Pankhurst established the WSPU branch in the working-class east end of 
London. 
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The organisation of the WSPU 

The WSPU was run in a highly authoritarian., top-down manner. From 1906., 
its policies were decided by an unelected Central Committeie dominated by 

the Pankhursts. This Central Con11nitte,e was advised and assisted by a group 

whi,ch consisted n1ostly of fanlily and friends. of the Pankhursts. The Central 
Co1n1nittee controlled all publications and the finances of the organisation. 

There was little debate and discussion amo11g members of the WSPU, vvhich 
led one suffragett1e to co1n1nent that, although E1nineline Pankhurst "wishes 

wo1nen to have votes sh,e will not allow thetn to have opinions'. Although this 

dictatorial., autocratic style of leadershjp led to splits (see page 125), it has been 
explained, if not .necessarily defended, by recent historians: 

• Em1neline Pankhurst had.1experienced 1nanyyears of argument and. 
discussion in the nit1eteenth-cet1tury suffrage n1ove1nent and wanted to 

,contro] 'h r' organisation to prevent disagree1n,ents getting in the way of 
action. 'Deeds, not words ,vas to be our permanent motto,,, said EmmeHne 

Pankhurst. 
• There was no official meinbersllip list and anyone could attend a WSPU 

1neeting. Many suffragettes told of holv n1uch they had learnt, in terms of 
public speaking and political awar,eness, frotn WSPU leaders. Many tnembers 
showed unquestioning loyalty to the two leading Pankhursts, Emmeline and 
Christa bel. 

• Many local bra11ches enjoyed ,considerable a.utono1ny and much of the later 
1niHta.nt action was initiated at loca] 1,evel. 

• Both Einmeline and Christabel Pankhurst argued that a democratic 
organisation \i\ras less appropriate for their kind of politics. As they embarked 

on 1nore tnilitant and illegal tactics and the government became n\ore hostile, 

so quick responses (ratl1er than debat,e and discussion) a.rtd secret, military­
styJe pla11ning beca1ne necessary. The l¥SPU needed to be a strong .fighti.t1g 
force. 

SOURCE B 
I I I II I I I I I II I I I II I I I I I I I I I Ill I I I I I I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I II I I I II I I I I I II I I I II I I I I I II I I I II I 111111111111111 i II I I II I I I I I I II I I II I I I I I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II I I I I I I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I I II I I 1111111111111111 

from an article written by Christabel Pankhurst~ published in the fir,st edition of 
Votes for Women. the suffragette n@wspaperJ in October 1907~ q uo,tf!d i1n Paula 
Bartley,, Votes for Wo.men,. Hodder Education, 2007 .. 

If you have any pettiness or personal ambition, you must leave that behind 
before you come to this rnoverrzent that is dedicated to one end: the irrm1ediate 

gaining of the vot,e for wonien. There 1niist ,be no consp'iracie~, no d-0ubl'e-dealing 
in 01,r ranks. Everyone must fulfil her pa1t. The founders and leaders of the 
movement must leadf the officers rnust carry out their instructions, the rank and 
file must loyally share the burdens of the fight. There is no compulsion to co1ne 
into our ranks, but those who cotne must be as soldiers; ready to rnarch onw,ards 
into battle. 
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Study Source B,. What did 
Chdstabel Pankhurst 
demand of the WSPU's 
members? 
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In what ways does. 
Source C contrast w~th 
Sounrce B ,in ~ts 
cha racteriis a:ti,on of the 
WSPU? 

l ... KEY FIGURE 

Annie Kenney 
(1879-1953) 
FrO'm a northern. working­
dass badkgrou nd, she worked 
i:r, a cotton mill unti,I she 
became a paid organiser of 
the WSPU1

• She was sent to 
prison four 1imes. S~e took 
charge of the London-based 
WSPU wheri Chri.stabel 
~ nkhurst was f,n exHe. 
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SOURCE C 
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From the WSPU Annual Repo.rf, 1908. 

In all p·arts of London and .in ma.ny provincial centres, there exist local' Unions 
which, while working in close and hannonious relation with the National 
headqu.atiers,. are indep,endent in the sense that they el'ect their own 
conimittees, and ad1n.inister their own funds ... and arrange· their own schemes 
of organisation and propaganda. 

I I II I I II I II I I II I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill I I I I Ill II I I I II I I II I II I I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I II I II I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II Ill I I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I Ill Ill I I II II I I I II I I II I 1111111111111111 

The begi'nnings of militancy 

For the first two years of its 1existenc,e1 the WSPU adopted the convientional, 
peaceful forms of protest used by other suffrage societies: holding public 
meetings, distributing leaflets, petitioning Par lia1nent and writing ]etters. In 
fact, it should not be forgotten that the 1najority of suffragettes adhered to 

constitutional, peaceful methods throughout their years o.f ca1npaigning. Like 
the NUWSS;I they held large meetings in London and cities across Britain. 
They also held regular 1n,eetings of 'The Women's Parlia1nent' in Caxton Hall,. 
opposite the House of Cornmons. 

However, in 1905., the WSPU adopted a more tnilitant strategy and, fro1111908 
onwards, it r,esorted to a variety of la,.v-breaking, often violent, actions. In 
May 1905, another one of the ·many bills for wo1nen's suffrage was talked out 

in Parliament: MPs actually debated,. with apparent seriousness, a tneasur,e 
to ,co1npel carts on the road to carry rear lights. They did this in order to avoid 
giving time to a wo1nen's suffrage bill For the WSPU leaders this was the las.t 
stra~ a sure sign that the politics of persuasion would not work. They would 
have to force the government to grant womei1 the vote. 

In O·ctoberf Christabel Pankhurst and An11ie Ken11ey interrupted the spe,eches 
of two ]eading Liberal Party p oliticians at an election rally in Manchester. 

They were ej,ected from the 1neeting. They addressed the crowd outside and 
Christabel deliberately courted arrest andl spat at a police1nan. Charged V{ith 
disorderly conduct, both ·chose prison rather than fines. Thus, they gained what 
they most wanted: publicity. Suddenl)~ 'tnilitant' action was front-page news in 
a way it had not been before. The WSPU began to attract bigger audiences and 
their 1nembership rose too. 

The heckling of the speeches of leading politicians beca1ne co1n1mon. The 
heck]ers were arrested, refused to pay fines and were imprisoned. Each incident 
b·rought with it publicity and increased meinbership. Winston Churchill, 
a senior member of the Liberal goverrunent aft,er 1906, had his speeches 
interrupted several times and the WSPU claim,ed a great victory when he lost 

his parlian1entary seat in a Manchester by-ele,ction. When Churchill becan1e MP 
for Dundee and was. due to speak at a m.eetmg in the city, the suffragettes hid i11. 
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a nearby building so that they could throw stones at the ,"7indovv-s it1 the roofs 
skylight. In other surprise acts, so1ne were lowered into poliHcal tneeHngs at the 
end of ropes or lea.pt out of innocent-looking furniture vans. 

The reasons for increasing militancy 

To some of their opponents, the increasingly disruptive, and later tnore violent, 
methods ad.opted by the WSPU were a. reflection of the unstable nature of 

wo1n.en generally and of their far1atical and hysterical tendencies, proof that 

w01nen should 11ot be granted the vote. However, the suffragettes argued 

differently: 

SOURCE D 
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from a speech by Emmeline Pankhurs,t in front of the mag.istrates in Liondon, 
1908~ q1uot ed in D. M urphy, G. Goodlad and R .. Staton, Britain 1895-1951, 
Collins, 2008, p. 26. 

We have tried every wtry. We have presented larger p,etitions than were ever 
presented before any reform, I.oe have succeeded in holding greater public 
meetings than men have ever had for any reform. We have faced hostile' rnobs 
at st,~eet corners, because we were told that we could not have that 
representation for our tax,es that 1nen have won unless we oonV'erted the whole 
country to our side. Because we have done this we have been 1n:isrepresented, 
1oe have been ridiculed ... 

Well, si1~ that is all I have to say to you. We are not here because W1e are 
law-breakers, we are here in our efforts to become law-makers! 
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Other reasons for militancy put forward by the suffragettes included: 

It v1las ,a reaction to the repr1essive measures take11 by the Liberal govern m,ent, 
from 1906 onwards1 such a.s excluding women from public n1eetings and 
refusing to meet suffrage deputations1 ,,vhich denied suffragetues the main 
form of peaceful dernonstration. 

• It ,iVas the only r,ealistic option l1eft now that peaceful. protest was curbed. 

_ Later, they 1.,vould claun that it vvas retaHation against a goven1ment which 
encouraged police brutality and imprisoned and force-fed those who enga.ged 
in direct action; that is,, it was a response to the use of force by the authorities. 

• They believed they were foUowin,g a long an d respected tradition of protest. 

Physical force had been used before the passing of the 1832 and 1867 Refonn 

Acts. SimUarly, the Chartists had 'Used both moral a11d physical force in their 
. 

campaigns. 

Th1e WSPU believed that the goverrunent ,.vould giv1e worn.en the vote on]y if 
for,ced to do so. In 1911, the miners called for viol,ence and were su.coessful in 

gaining better pay and conditions. 

Study Source D. For what 
reasons, acco,rdi ng to 
Em me1I in,e Pankhurst, has 
the WSP1U become more 
m[1rtartt? 
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It has often been thought that suffragette violence was ordered and directed by 
the leaders of the WSPU, in particular by Em1neline Pankhurst and he:r elder 
dau.ghter., Christabel However, as the historian Sandra Holton has sho,.vn,, the 

use of violence oft1en began at local level: breaking wh1do,vs,, arson and letter 

burning were often initiated by local activists and W 1ere only adopted by the 

WSPU leadership vvhen such acti011s r ceived wide support atnong 1ne1nbers .. 
Every time E1nmelh1e Pankhurst ,vas imprisoned, meinbers of the \,VSPU 

resort1ed to acts of violence, the most widespr,ead following her imprisontnent in 

April 1913: 

• Several houses ,,ve11e burned down. 
A ,grandstand at Ayr racecourse was burned down. 

A bomb exploded at a railway station. 
Te]ephone wires were cut. 

_ Severa] paintings in Manchester Art Gallery ,vere da1naged. 
• Letters h1 piBar boxes. were destroyed. 

Not surprisingly, the destructive 1nethods of the WSPU have been the subject 

of 1nuch historical debate. The govern1nent's r,espo.nse to this turn to violence 

,.vill be exp]ained later. How1ev,er, both suffragists and suffragettes continued to 

·use the traditional, peaceful forms o.f protest such as petitioning Parliament and 
lobbying MPs. 

The continuation of peaceful campaigning 
Campaigners for votes for wo1nen also adopted very colourful, even p]ayfu], 
forms of catnpaign.ing. In 1911f in honour of the new king, George V; 
suffragettes and suffragists joint]y organised a Coronation procession. Many 

WSPU 1ne1nbers dressed in the suffragette colours of green, white and purple 

(and NUWSS in their colours of red, ~1hite ar~d green). To add to the dramatic 
appearance and sense of fun, sotne dress,ed as famous wo1nen like Joan of Arc or 

E]izabeth I. Saine suffragette ex-priso11ers wore prison uniform. Demonstrators 

carried huge ba1u1ers, 1narched behind bands and sang the suffrage song, 'The 

March of the W 01111en'. 

The Conciliation Committee 

In 1910., both suffragists a11d suffragettes cooperated with the Conciliation 
Cotrunittee in Parliament. This coin tnittee, tnade up of a s1nall. nutnber of MPs 

from all the n1ain parties, was for1ned to gather support across party lines for 
votes for wo1nen. The Conciliation Committee dr-afted a private 1nember's bil] 

to extend the parliamentary franchise to wo1nen (housel1olders). A similar 
Conciliation Bill was introduced in Parliament jn 1911. The different suffrage 

societies lobbied MPs and held 1neetings to increase the pressure on MPs to 

vot for the bills. WhHe negotiations were in. progress .. the WSPU called a truce. 
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However, both bills failed to be,co1ne law. Whe11 the gov,errunent announced 
that it would introduce its own Franchise Bill to extend the male franchise, the 
prime minister ... Hetbert Asquith, indicated that it might be possible to add an 
amendme11t that extended the vot,e to wotnen. In the event, in 1early 1913, the 

speaker of the House of Co1rnmons ru]ed that such an amendment could not be 
added. Asquith, who was stubbornly oppos,ed to women's s.uffrage, wrot,e that it 
was 'a great reli,ef'. The WSPU resumed its campaign of militancy. 

Summary diagram: The Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) 1903-14 

The· WSPU was founded Was run in authoritarian 
in ·1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst style with emphasi·s on 

and her daughters 'Deeds, not words' 

\ I Used peac,eful methods of 
Adopt,ed mo,re 

campaigning but became 
mH itant tactics, such 

frus,trat-ed by lack of Suffragettes 
as, heckling leading 

response from Parliament 
Liberal politicians and Liberal government 

I 

Late·r resorted to violent ac1ions such as arson 

The WSPU and the Liberal 
governlllent1906-14 

...- How did the Liberal government respond to the actions of the 
I 

suffragettes? 
L-----------------------------------------------------------

Most of the Liberal Party members agreed with \-Vomen' suffrage, so when the 
Liberals won a landslide victory in 1906., after rnrenty )'~ears of Conservative 
rule, the womerrs suffrag,e mov;ement \Vas optimistic that votes for ·wome.n 

would soon be \r\'On. This was not to be the case. Tun,e after tune the Liberal 
goven11nent refus,ed to support reform bills and, in -msponse to increased WSPU 
militanc}~ it restricted suffragette freedom. 

When the WSPU began its illegal activities,. the Libera] goven1m,ent react,ed 

by denying the1n de1nocratic forms of protest. The home secretary, Herbert 

Gladstone, sadd that to c0tnpron1ise ,¥ith such a group would be 'an exhibition of 
weakness in the fa,ce of these threats'. In an atteanpt to stop potential disruption, 
v.;omen vver,e forbidden to attend uberal 1nee tings unless they held a signed 

.. KEYFIGURE 

Herbert Asquith 
(1852-1928) 

Liberal home secretary 
1892-5, chancellor of the 
exchequer I 9'05-8. prime 
mtni,ster I 908- t 6. 
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ticket. The government refused to meet deputations. or accept petitions .. baru1ed 
m.eeHngs in. public p]aces and censored ·the press i11 an attempt to silence the 
WSPU. On one occasion, in 1908, a deputation of suffragettes were refused a 
meeting with the prime .rninist,er and w,ere then assaulted by the cro,vd that had 

gathered outside Padian1ent. ln their exasperation, two of the ,vo1ne11 smashed 

windows at 10 Downing Street. Later in1cidents of window stnashing were, as 
in.1908, usually a re,sponse to goven1ment intransigence. For instance, ,,vhe1ri 
Asquith rejected a second Conciliation Bill for wotnen.,s suffrage1 in November 

1911, WSPU n1en1bers reacted inunediately by breaking windows in severa] 
governn1ent buildings in London. 

The comtnissioner of police, directed by the Home Office, refused to aUow 

suffragettes to hold meetings in any London parks and. persuaded the 
1n.anage1nent at the Albert Hall not to let it out to suffragettes. When the WSPU 
managed to hire a different venue, the own1er of the haU was threatened with 

the withdrawal of his ]icence. The government also prosecuted the printers 
of The Suff-ragette1 raided the offices and homes of the vVSPU members and 

ev;entually forced Cl1ristabel Pankhurst to flee to Paris, where she directed the 

ruoven1ent froin exile. 

Black Friday, 18 November 1910 

On sorne occasions the goven1ment acted even more harshly towards the 
suffragettes. As home secretary in charge of lavv and order,. Winston. Churchill 

was held responsible for the notorious polic,e violence towards ,¥0111en on Friday 
18 Nove1nber 1910, later tenned 1Black Friday' by the suffragettes. On this day, 
approxiinately 300 suffragettes 1rnarched to the House of Co1nmons in protest at 
the failur,e of the first Conciliation Bill When they tri,ed to ,enter Parliarnent,. the 

police -resp011ded harshly. The police had been brought in from the poorer east 

end of London and \'\Tere not used to dealing with suffragette demonstrations. 
Instruct,ed not to arrest the suffrage·ttes, they.forced them back and:r according to 

the testi1no11.y of rnany present, they kicked thetn, twisted their breasts, punched 
their nos,es and thrust knees between their· legs. 

Imprisonment of suffragettes 
Benveen 1906 and 1914 over 1000 suffragettes v,lere imprisoned for breaking the 

law. InitiaHy,. suffragette prisoners were given 'First Division' treat1nent: they 
were a,varded the status of political prisoners, and so allowed to wear their own 

cloth_s and receive food parcels. After 1908, how,evier, "'romen were placed in the 
'Second Divisiorr because the government regarded the1n as criminals., so they 
lost their privileges and were treat,ed as ordinary prisoners. 

Prisoners had to re1nain si]ent., were locked in separate cells, vvere forced to W1ear 

ill-fitting, unco1nfortable prison uniforms and were referred to by their prison 
nuLnbers rather than their na1nes. Contact with the outside world was Hmited 
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and censored. The historian June Purvis argues that this reghne ,-vas designed 
to undennine the suffragettes by eroding their sens·e of personaJ. identity. 
It certainly elicited much public sympathy for the i1rnprisoned suffragettes. 

E¥entually, in March 1910, Churchill responded to public pressure and ruled that 

suf£rag,ette prisoners should be anowed to recerve visitors and letters, t10 have 
a supply of books and to wear their own clothes. Neve:rtheless, they were not 
granted the status of poH.tica] prisoners. 

Hunger strikes and forcible feeding 

In July 1909, WaUace Dunlop, a suffragette prisoner, refused to be treated as a 
comtnon ,criminal and w1ent on hunger strike in order to siecure her rights as ,a 

political prison,er. After 91 hours she was released and Christabel Pankhurst 

clai1111ed a suffragette victory. 

'SOURCE E - - - ~ -
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From The Lancet, a medicaljoumal, on 12 August 1912. 

Prisoners were held down by farce, flung on the f1oor, tied to chairs and iron 
bedsteads ... while the tube w,as forced up the nostrils. After each feeding the 
nasal pa.in ,gets worse. The wardress endeavoured to make the prisoner open 
her nzouth by sawir1:g the edge of the cup along her gums ... the broken edge 
caused laceration and severe pain. Food into the lung of one unresisting 
prisoner caused severe choki.n~ vorniting ... persistent coughing. 
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The government ,.vas no,,v on the defensive. The last thing they wanted was 
suffragettes dying in prison and beco1ning martyrs for their cause. Hunger 

strjljes becaine official WSPU policy, especially when it was realised that those 

who refused food ,vere released fron'l prison when their health deteriorated. 
A further 37 prisoners who foUowed Dunlop's. example were released. But then. 
the ,government introduced force-feeding for wo1rnen who consistently refused 

to eat. 

The pictorial propagat1da of th1e suffra,gettes portrayed force-f 1eeding as oral rape., 
as the image in Source F (page 124) shows, and doctors protested to the pritne 
minister about the ,,unwise and inhumane practice'. 

The 'Cat and Mouse Act' 

In April 1913, as a :result of adverse publicity, the Prisoners' Tenrtpo.tary 
Discharge for TU-Health Act was passed. This gave the prison authorities the 
power to release persistent hunger strikiers from prison,. give thetn tjme to 
recover and t:hen rearrest the1n. This new piece of legislation tnay have been an 

ing1enious device by the goven11nent to put an end to hunger striking but it ,vas 
soon dubbed the 'Cat and Mouse Act1 and, again, it handed the suffragettes a 
propaganda gift. 

To what extent does 
Source IE support the 
eviidence shown 1in 
Source F (page I 24 )? 

? 
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S,OURCE F 
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? How usefiul ~ the poster 
in Source ,F ta a historian 
studying the, governm,enf s 
response to suffragette 
activities? 

A post,er, published in 1910 by the 
WS PU, showing a suffragette being 
force-fed .. 
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l .. KEY FIGURE 

Emily Wilding Davison 
(1872-1913) 

1Gave up teachi,n-g to campargr, 
for the vo1e 1in I 906. 
Imprisoned several tJmes. 
Died from inj,ur~es susta1ined 
at the Epsom, Derby. 
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The decHne of militancy 1912-14 

Accounts and cartoons of force-feeding provided compelling propaganda and 
elicited considerable sy1npathy and support for the suffragettes. By 1913, the 
WSPU was propagating the idea that Emmeline Pankhurst was nearing death 
in her prison cell (she .had been give11 an eight-1nonth prison sentence in March 
1912). Then, in Jut11e 1913, came ne,,vs of a suffragette dtyir11g for her cause. 

Emily Wilding Davison had been the first to set fire to a pillar box and had 
b,e1en subsequently i111prisoned. At the famous Epso1n Derby horse race in 
1913, she ju1nped out in front of the king's horse and later died of her injuries. 
If is not known whether she intended to kill herself - she had bought a. return 
ticket-but E1nmeline Pankhurst decided to 1nake her a 1nartyr to the cause. 
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Davison's funeral became a huge suffragette demonstratiot1. It was unde:niablf 
very movh1g and i.t was reported that the crowds in Hyde Park in Londo11 ·took 
off t_heir hats as a mark of riespect at the mention of her nrune. However,. some 
showed more conoern for the horse1 which did recov1er. While so1ne of the press 

acknowl,edged her bravery~ others argued that so,ciety could not afford to give in 
to what was a form of terrorism. 

The years 1912-14 constituted the final phase of the suffragette rainpaign, \tvith 

window breaking., attacks on pillar boxes and arson. From her exile in Paris, 

Christabe] Pankhurst advocated these actions partly because it enabled the 

suffragettes to n1.ake a quick getaway and avoid the increasingly rough treatir11ent 
at the hands of the polic1e. The militants always claimed that the targets of H,.,eir 

attacks ,,vere property and not one person was kiUed as a result of bun1mg 
buildings. How,ever, some of the wjndow breaking, of London's west end 

shops, for exan1ple .. '\iVas now fairly indiscriminate and endanger,ed the safety of 
me1nbers of the pubHc rather than government personnel and prop,erty. 

S01ne 1nembers of the WSPU begart to \ivonder whether ChristabeYs support of 
escalating violeneie was wreckirllg the movement by alienating public opinion. 
EHzabeth Wolstenhohne-Elm~ a long-tune support,er of wo1nen's rig11ts and a 
men,.ber of the WSPU, certait1ly thought so. 

SOURCE G 
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from a letter sent by E Hzabeth Wo,lstenholme-Elmy to the Manchesf.er Guardian 
in July 1912 .. 

Now that our cause is on the verge of success, I wish to ,add my protest against 
the r11adness which seems to hav·e seized a few persons whose anti-soci.al and 
c1'irninal actions would seem designed to wreck tl1e whole movement ... I 
1app,eal to our f1ie11ds in the rninistry and in Parliament not to be deterred from 
setting right ia great wrong by the folly or crindnality of a few pers-ons. 
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F1·ede1"ick Pethwick-La1>vrence, a lawyer who had defended many suffragettes 

in court and who, with his wife, En1mel ine, hadl financed much ll\'SPU acHviti 
judged that the \'VSPU had ]argely got the public on their side in 1912 but that 
the advantage was bei,n.g thrown away by the violence of the extre1ne 1nilitants. 

Christabel Pankhurst, defiant in the face of criticis1n of her leadership and 

increasingly critical of men's involvemer1t n1 the movement,. expelled both 

Pethv...i~ick-Lawrenoes fro1n the \AISPU. Two years later1 in 1914, Sylvia Pankhurst, 
although loyal to ,,vspu militancy, was expelled by her n1other and sister for 
taking too independent a line in her support for specifically working-class issues. 

Th1e governrnent, mea11whi]e1 stood firm, believing that public opinion ,vas 

beginning to turn against the suffrag,ettes. Frotn n1id-1912 orn.vards, 1na ny 
WSPU 1neetings w,ere 1n,et by hostile crowds throwing 1eggs, fruit and bags 
of flour at the1n. ln effect, the suffragett,es. were being driven off the s treets of 
London. With mor1e and more of them i1nprisoned (and. then r,ecaptured under 

Who does tihe aUbhor of ? 
Source G accuse of tfolly • 
and criminaHty 1

' and on 
what grounds? 

~ KEY FICURES j 
Frederick and 
Emmeline Pethwick ... 
Lawrence (1871 - 1961 
and 1867-1954) 

EmmeHne was treasurer of 
the WSPU and Frederick 
donated mu eh of h1 s fortune 
to the organisation. Both 
were arrested. along with 
Emmel ine Pa n'kh uirst, on 
conspiracy cha.crges 'in IMarch 
119 112 ~nd sentenced to eight 
months in pdson. Both went 
on hunger strike and were 
fordbly fed. They were 
expellled from the WSPU in 
October 19 i 2. 
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the 'Cat and Mouse Act') and the governr.nent making moves to close down 
The Suffragette, the WSPU was losing the support of so1ne of its 1nembers and 
the ef.fectiv,eness of the WSPU ,.vas threatened. It could be argued that the 

Pankhursts had become trapp ed in a spiral of decline. 

vVhen, finall)~ Asquith agreed to 1neet a deputation of w0111en catnpaigners, 
it was a group from the NUl¥SS1 in 19131 and then, in June 1914, a working­
class de],egation from Sylvia Pankhurst's east Lon.don organisation, not a 

WSPU delegaHon, that he tnet. He stat,ed that he had come round to the idea 

of votes for wornen on the same tern1s as 111,en. Within a fe\.\, weeks., Britain 

was at war and the WSPU and most of the other suffrage societies suspended 
their catnpaigning. As historian Martin Pugh has pointed out, the sex war was 
swa1nped by the Great War. 

Summary diaer,am: The WSPU and the Liberal govemm,ent 1906-14 

Liberal government responded 'to WS PU mi Htaincy by: 
• Refusing 1o meet deputations or aooept petitions at Pan iament 

• Res.tnoting suffrageUe m,eetings 
• I mpn,soni ng law-breaking militants 

i 
Suffragette, prisoners resorted to hunger strikes for better 

treatment in prison 
Govemm,ent responded with 1orcible feeding and, later, 

the I Cat and Mouse, Act' 

+ 
'M1ost violent phase of WSPU campaign, from 1912 to 1914. led to: 
• Criticism from within and to, splits in the movement 
• Harsher response by the authorities 
• Decline-in support 

~ 
Women were sti H not enfranchised on outbreak of First Worid War 

in 19114 
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Key debate 
t, Was the militancy of the WSPU the main reason why women were 
: not enfranchised by 1914? 
I ~~---~--- ~------- - -----------------------~----~--------~---

Historians disa,gree over whether WSPU rnilitancy helped or hindered the cause 
ofwomen"s suffra,ge. As we have seen above, the first suffrage cainpaigners that 

the prune mitlister agreed to meet were from the non-militant NUWSS,. not 

the WSPU. Howev1er, as the ltistorian Martin Pugh J1as writte:n, J:by drawing 
criticis1n upon the1nselves, the suffragettes helped the ,constitutional suffragists 
to be better appreciated by the press and the politicians1

• 

The mHitancy of the WSPU 

Although the e1nerge11ce of the WSPU initially gave a very favourable boost 
'to 'the women's ca.1npaign., it can be argued that the 1nilitancy espoused by the 
'\t\'SPU leadership ultimately had a negative impact and, especially in the years 

1912-14, made the passage of reform less, rather than 1nor1e, likely. 

Much of the early heckling targeted politicians lik1e Winston Churchill and 
David Lloyd George (see page 118) '""ho were sy1npathetic to, if not supportive 
of, ·women's suffrage. Later 011, when arson was adopted, Lloyd George:/s 
country house was burned down. E1nmeline Pankhurst exp]air-ied, 'We have 
tried blowing him up to ·wake his conscienoe.' The building was empty ,.vhe11 
it was target d but nJavertheless, the WSPU leader's co1runent, whHe it tnight 
e1nbolden the miHtant minority of vVSPU 1nembers,. did not win any 1nore 
support ronong the public or in the government. In fact, it had the opposite 
effect. 

Not only did public and politicians becoine 'tesentful of 1extretne forms of 
militancy. So too did too did loyal, long-standing WSPU members: Emmelin.,e 

and Frederick P1ethv,lick-Lawrence believed that the leadership were sacrificing 

the goodwill and sy.n1pathy ,.vh.ich tl1e treatment 1neted out to suffragette 
prisoners had elicited. The Pankhursts and their alli1es appeared to be 
increasingly fanatical and dismissive of the opinions of both the public and 
so1ne of their most loyal colleagues. Annie Kenney, ever devoted to Christabel 
Pankhurst, as~ed: "what do we care whether ,ve have pubHc opinion with us or 
not?' The 1nilitants' tactics played into the hands of the politicians rather than 
increasing pressure 011 t hen1. 

The decline in public support and an. increasingly hostile press 1enabled the 
govern1nent to ilnplement the .. Cat and lviouse Act', to recapture priso11ers and 
thus withdra\-V suffragettes fron1 the n1ilitant can1tpaign on the stre,ets. 
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• quoted tn Extracts. I and 2 
agree o.r d:rff'er ,in the i·r 
interpretations. of ~he 
fa.il 1ure of the WSPU to 
ga~n the vote for women 
by 19114? 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780- 1928 

EXTRACT I 
IHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHlll!Ulll!!IIIIIIIHHIIIHIHllll!IIIIIIIIUUIIIIIIIIIIIIIIHIIUIIIHl!IIIIIIHHIIIIIIUIIIIHllllllllllll!ll!IIIIIHlll!HHIHIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIHIHIHllllll!IIIHIIIIIIII 

From Martin Pugh,, The March of the Women, Oxfiord! Univ,ersity Press,, 2000, 
p. 2.10. 

The _gov,ernment persisted with its highly illiberal 1nethods in the confidence 
that opinions had turned agair,st the WSPUrs catnpaign ... In the process th,e, 
organization was driven steadily underground and lost contact both with the· 
public and much of its niembership: by 1913 subscriptions had begun to fall 
and some 1nembers withdrew into othe1· suffrage societies. 

1111111111111111111111111 II I 111111111111111II11111111111111 II I II 1111111111111 II I II 1111111II1111111111111111II11111111111111111 II 111111111111111 I II 1111111111IIIII11111111111111111 II I II 111 

By 1914, the WSPU l adership was trapped in a confrontation. with th 
gove.mment which., ro so1ne extent, turned the wome11's issue jnto a debate 

about law and order. h1 these circu1nstances,. the ,government was unlikely to 

concede votes for wo1nen. 

Other factors 
The emergence of the WSPU and, specifically, of its militant tactics fro1n 1905 

onwards had an energising impact 011 tl1e whole catnpaign for women's suffrage. 
The heckli11g of politjcal leaders like Llo) d George and Churchill attracted huge 

publicity which, in turn, boosted membership (and funds) of the \.VSPU. By 
1907, there were 58 branches. This and other tactics, such as intervening in 

by-elections, made votes for women into one of the 1nost pro1ninent political 
issues of the day. Indirectly, the militancy of the WSPU also benefited the 

modetat1e suffragists of the NUVvSS. Although 1nost of the latter did not approve 
of\VSPU tac'lics:.r son11.e1 ]ike Lady KiughtJey, acknow]1edged that the inilitants 
were helping the cause by their 'pluck and deter1nination'. The militants' 
exa1np]e and the higher profile which the wom,en's ca1npaign achieved thus 
embo]dened the moderates, in both the "\tVSPU and the NUWSS. The latter 

b 1Catne 1nor,e assertive and organised bigger den1onstrations. 

EXTRACT 2 
1111111111111 II 1111111111 II I 111111111111111 II 111111111111111 I I II 111111111111111 I I I I I Ill I I I I I II 1111111111111 II 11111 II 1111111111 II I 111111111111111 II 1111111111 II I 111111111111111 II 11 II 111111 

From Paula Bartley, Votes for Women, Hodder Education, 2007, p. '94. 

Hist,on~ans generally acknowledge that the ea,iy 1nilitancy of the suffragettes 
increased interest in women's, suffn:zge as never before. Between 1907 and 1914 
over 50 new wo1nen's suffrage societies were founded. And even Millicent 
Fawcett [President of the' NlTWSS} credited suffragette militancy ivith a rise in 
the tnernbership of the NUWSS. Indeed, between 1897 and 1903, when the 
WSPU was forrned, the NUWSS had only 16 branches, but by 1909 this had 
increased to 207, allegedly helped by the publicitt; generated by the WSPU. 

111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 
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Th1e years of 1nilitan,cy saw a significant increase in donations and subscriptions 
for 'the WSPU whJch, in turn, enabled the organisation to etnploy m.ore staff, 
organise more processions and sell 1nore 1nercha.nclis,e (such as banners, 
badges ,atlld dolls, all in suffragette colours). Even at the height of the 1nilitants'· 

ca1npaign, fat greater numbers of WSPU actjvists were engaged in peacefu] 
ca1npaignnt1g. Artd their 1ne,etjngs and de1nons,trations consistently attracted 
bigger audiences than those of th.e more moderate suffragists. 

When the WSPU emb,arked on illegal activities like window-breaking and, 
evenf arson, they were ,careful to target propert)~ not people, so as not to aHenate 

pubHc opinion. Further1nore, they suspended their can1paig11 of violent action 
during negoHa.tions over the Conciliation Bills. They upheld a truce for all 1except 
a week of the period from January 1910 to November 1911. It was the obduracy 

of the goven1ment and, in particu]ar, the stance taken by Pri1ne 1\finister 
Asquith i11 obstructing the passage of these biHs, which led the suffragettes to 
the ,conclusion that force; not persuasion., was necessary. 

The opposition of the l iberal leaders 

The evidence suggests that many, if not the 1najority, of l\.1Ps, especially in 
the Liberal Party, had been won over by the arguments in favour of women's 
suffrage by the start of the twenHeth century. So why was the Libera] 
leadership so obstructive? Certainly Asquith himself was unsympathetic. Also., 
many politicians were apprehensive about the iJ.npact on electoral politics of 
enfranchising several n1Hlion """01nen. Party politica] calculation was certainly at 
the root of Liberal concerns: 1rnost of the bills for wo1n.en's sufftage would have 
ext1ended the vote on the same basis as men; that is, to every householder. Many 
Liberals fear,ed that, in giving the vote to propertied \ivomen (in effect, i\Totes for 

Ladies'), they would be enfra11chisi11.g more potential Conservative voters. Botl1 
Lloyd George and Churchill opposed the first Conciliation BHl of 1910 on these 
grounds. 

The rnilitancy of the WSPU ,vas intended to force the govemtnent to give its 

backing yet, paradoxicall)~ it never used enough force to endanger the survivaJ 
of the Liberal ,government. By contrast, the thre-ats of industrial action, especiaUy 
from striking coal miners, and of the us,e of force fro1n Ulster Unionists in 
Ireland presented t]1e goven1ment with tnore urgent, pressing problems. If the 
goven1n1ent was seen to give in to the nulitartcy of the VVSPu, they wou]d be 

setting a dangerous pr,eceden t. The issues of labour unrest and Ireland, like that 
of VO't1es for women, were stiU u11resolved when the First World \'Var brok1e out. 

... KE:v·TERM 

Ulster Unionists Members 
of an organisation tJhat wanted 
the provtnce. of Ufster, in 
Ireland~ to remarn British. 
They threatened to rebel 
when the liibera1I government 
pl_anned to give self­
gove.rnment to I reiland. 
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: The WSPU was formed .in response to the· rack 
~ of progress made tomrds t he enfranchisement 

: of women. Led by Emmeline Pankhurst and 

~ her daughters, 1Christabel and SylvtaJ it was run 
: 011 author,itarian lines and. from 1905 , adopted 
-e increasingly confrontatlonal methods such as 
-: heck~ing polit-ical leaders. As the organisation 

: adopted more miNtant tactics, the Libera I 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

activities such as w indow -smashing and arson. When 5 --suffragettes were denied rights as political prisoners, i 
some went on hunger strikes . Thatj in turn , led ~ ... 
to forcible feedJng and1 when publi,c opinion was = 

-
aJienated, P'arHament passed the 'Cat and !Mouse ~ 

Act\ which authorised the prisons to release weak 

1inmates and then rearrest them w hen they had 

rrecovered. 

The most violent peri'od of suffragette m1illitancym 

from 1912 to 1914, lled to a harsher response by -the 

-... 
-~ 
.... ------i:= 

--= 

~ government, elected in 1906m restricted imore government spi:its w ithin the WSPU and decHning : 
: deimocrati·c forms of protest by refusing to accept public sympathy. Women were still not enfranchi1sed ! 
i:= = WSPU petiitions or meet deputations at Parliament. at the outbreak of the First World War in ·1914. : 
~ E 
~ ~ 

~ . £ 
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C Refresher questions 
ILJse these qµestions to remi,nd yourse·lrf of the key 
material covered i·n thls chapter. 

I What were the methods used by the N1UWSS? 

2 How was the WSPU led and organised? 

3 How successful was the WSPU fn rts ea111yyears1 

4 Why did the WSPU1 adopt more ·m,ilitant tactics 
after 1905? 

5 What was the Conciliation Committee? 

6 How did the liberal gove,mment respond to the 
suffragettes' more ·mr11litant actions? 

7 Why; and w[h what resul~, oid the government 
resort to the ford ble feed tng of suffragette 
prisoners? 

8 What were the effects of the 1·Cat and Mouse Acf? 

9 Why did the WSPU become fess effecti,ve after 
19 r 2? 

10 Why was the Uberal leadership opposed to votes 
forwomen1 

, 
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~ Question practice 

ESSAY QUESTIONS 

1 How far do you agree that the oppos ition of Asquith aind the l iberal1 government from 1906 to 1914. was 
the ma in reason why wom·en were sti ll not enfranch i,sed by 1914? 

2 jFa r from ha r,ming th·e ea use of 1'Votes for Womeri"# the WSPU h~,d~ by 1914, mad,e it ~nto one of the m,ost 
i·mportant political issues of the day.' How far do you agree with thi1s st atement ? 

3 'The v iolence espoused by the WSPU,. from 1905 onwards. was the main r,eason for thei1r fai lure t o achieve 
t he fem a le s uffrag,e by 1914 .' How far do you agree with this statement? 

.4 1A successful ,campatgn requ ires effective leadership.' To what extent does thJs -expla 1in the success of the 
campai,gn for the repea l1 of the Contagi,ous Diseases Acts in, 1886 and the fa ilure of the Women's Socia II and 
Pol.Jt iicail Uni1on to obtain vot es for womien by 1914? 

SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTION 
1 Assess the va lue of Source 1 for revea li,r,g the methods of the WSPU suffragettes and why they were not 

successful by 1914. Explain your answer using t he source# the information given about its or,ig~n and your 
own knowledge about the hfstorical context. 

SOURCE I 
I 1111II1111111111111111111111111111111 1111111 11111111111111!! I I II I I 111111111111111! 11111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 II I I I 111111111111111 !! 111111! I I I II I I I I I I I 111111111111111 !! 111111111111111111111111111111111 

From William Stead, writing in The Review of Reviews, June 1910. Stead was an 1:nglish newspaper editor 
and a pioneer ,of investigative journalism. He was influential in demonstrating how the press could be 
used to influence public opinion and government policy~ He had founded The Review of Reviews in 1890. 

Saturday, June 18th, p1omises to be a memorable day in the history of Wo11zan 1s Suffrage·. Since the 
General Election the militants have postponed the threatened resumption of warl:ike tactics in order to 
give .a fair opportunity to the tactics of ordinary peaceful, law-abiding denionstration. They are as keen 
as ever for adrnission within the pale of the Constitution, but they have been told that after 480 of their 
number have prov,ed the since, ity of their enthusiasm by- going to gaol there is no need now for anythi~g 
,11ore sensational than a great procession through the stre·ets of London and a united d,en1onstrati.on in 
Albert Hall. Although the older; not to say the ancient, Union [NUWSSJ which bore the burden and he,a,t 
of the day befor:e the a.dvent of the Suffrngettes is not to be official.ly ~epresented in the procession - much 
to our regret- niost qf their members will probably be itz the ranks. This is emphatically an occasion on 
which all advocates for wornan's ,emancipation should sink their differences and present a united front to 
the enemy. I sincerely hope that all my Helpers and Associates who may be in tmvn will not fail to fa.ll 
into line and spare no effort to make the process.ion of June 18 th one of those memorable dmz onstrations 
of political earnestness which leave an indelible inipression on the public rnind. That the Women will 
obtain enfranchisement in this Parliament I do notv·enture to hop,e. But the days of the p~esent 
Padia1-nent are numbered, ,and the prospects of success in the ne-xt will largely depend on the impression 
of ordedy, weJl ... disciplined enthusiasm which .London w.i11 recei.v,e from this midsu11zmer procession. 
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Trade union militancy 1917-27 

Trade union militancy became an increasingly common feature of industrial relat.ions during 
and, more particularly, after the First World War. It reached its peak in the General Strike of 
1926. Its development is examined through the following themes: 

* Trade unions and government 1914-22 

* The origins of the Genera I Strike 

* The 1926 General Strike and its aftermath 

•------------------

·Ke·~·-··.::dates . ~:·:: -~Y: :-~·_._,-.-· .- --·-· 
-... · - . 

1915 

1919 Jan. 
Sept. 

1920 Aug. 
,Oct. 

1921 

,Glasgow rent stri:ke 1915 Government announced subs,idy to 

Forty Hours strike in Gra.sgow mine i1ndustry on 'Red F1riiday' 

National rail str~ke 1926 March Repor t of Samuel Com 1m,iss~on 
Councill of Actio,n May I Mi1ners :locked out 
Mi ne.rs1 strike led to Emergency M,ay4 Start of ,General1 Strike 
Powers Act 

Collapse of Trtpl,e All:iance on 'BJack May 12 TUC called off General Strike 

Friday' 

I 

1927 Trades Disputes Act 

Trade unions and government 
1914-22 

~ What form did trade union militancy take during and after 
I 

, the War? 
I 

~ -----------------------~----~------------------· 
During the First World War there ,-vas a huge growth in the trade union 
movement. Membership rose from 4 million t-o 6 million. This made the unions 
more confident in their deafu,gs with e1nployers. The unions also became 

stronger because the gov,errunent depende<l on the workers in such vital 
industries as st,eel, engineering, shipbuilding and 1nunitions to produce w~eapons 
and other war tnatedals. The government also needed the ,cooperation oi the 
railway workers in order to move the goods and soldiers needed for the war 
effort. This put the unions in a stro11gerposition in which to bargain for hi.gher 
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wages and better conditions. With a growing demand for arms and 1nunitions 
ne1eded for the wa:r effort, t.he employers oft,en agreed to higher wages. 

Trade union members, represented by the TI'ades Union Congress (TUCt 
were genera Hy supportive of the war ieffort and worked coop,era tively with the 

goven11nent. N,evertheless1 there \Vere a few outbreaks of trade union militancy 
whlch the union leaders were unable to control. For instance., the engineering 
workers jn the shipbuilding industry on the River Clyde, in Glasgow, defied their 
union leaders and went on strike for higher vvages in February 1915. The supply 
of munitions was disrupted and they were denounced in the press as unpatriotic 

but they ,,von 111ost of what they\vanted. However, strike action in s.uch a vital 
war indus.try now led to direct govern1nent intervention. Trade union leaders 

vvere persuaded to agree to compulsory arbitration in pay disputes in all 
industries regarded as essential for war. 

The Glasgow rent strike 1915 
It ,va s 111ot oruy trade union 1nilitancy ,v.hich posed a threat to social stability 
and the war effort. In G]asgow there was a wave of .rent strikes in 1915. The 
background to this \Vas the increasing pressure on housing as 1nore workers 
were drawn in to work in the shipyards. Housing in the poorest areas was 
already overcrowded and often damp and dilapidated. Now conditions 
worsened and so1ne landlords exploited the increased dema11d for housing by 
raising the rents they 1charged. 

From April 1915, a movement emerged, mostly organised by women but backed 
up by their husbands working in the nearby shipyards, in which tenants refused 
to pay increases in r,ent. When landlords sent their agents to carry out evictions, 
tl1ey were tnet by organised opposiHonf large 111.nn bers of people who prev1euted 

the1n evicting tenants. When the tenants w·ere faced with court a1crion, a full­
sca]e rent strike was organised in May 1915: 25,000 tenants joined the 1nove1nent 
by the end of the year. The organisation \iVas highly effective and accused 
landlords ofbein,g at1ti-pa.triotic. The strikers wer1e supported by the employers 

on the Oyde, who did not \,vant to see production affect1ed. The goven1n1ent was 

so worri d that the strike tnight spread and da1nage support for the war effort 
that they passed legislation. in December 191S to freeze rents at pr;e-war lev,els. 

Warti'me cooperation 

The Labour Party leader, Arthur Hendersoi\ who was also leader of the 
lronf-0unders:' Union, was made a Cabinet tninister in the Liberal-led coalition 

goven11n1ent in 1915. A year later~ in 1916., when ·Lloyd George became prime 

minister, he invited two n1ore trade union leaders to becoine Cabinet ministers 
in an atten1pt to bind the labour moveinent to the government. The governn1ent 
took control of the coaJmines, as it had done with the railways in 1914, in order 

to consolidate its ,control over the war effort. This p]eased the miners' tulion, 

the 1vliners' Federation of Great Britain (1vIFGB)., because their relations with the 

.... KE.VTERMS 

Trades Union Congress 
(TUC) The body created 1in 
1868 to represent the un~ons 
coll.e ctively. 

Militancy The active 
champjoni ng of a cause or 
belie( someti:mes wrth the 
use of force. 

Compulsory arbitration 
Enforced settlement of a 
dispute by a judge. 
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S,OURCE A 
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A protest demonstration during the C.lasgow r,ent ,strike of 1915. 
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What does the 
photograph in Source A 
revea.11 about the nature of 
the Gllasgow rent strike? 

private mine owners, who ,.vere suspect,ed ofinaking huge profits in the war, 
remained very bitter. 

For 1nost of the ,-var, the trade unions cooperated wiHingly with the governmer1t 
and se,cured better deals for th,eir 1nen1bers t11an they 1night have eliicited fro1n 
their ,employers without the goven11n,ent's intervention. However1 1as the end of 
the war approached, the TUC raisedl the workers,, fears of heavy unemployment 
onc,e the 4 1nillion 1nen in arms retun1ed and hundreds of thousands were laid 
off in the 1nu11itions j11dustry. One way .forward was to negotiate for a reduced 
nutnb r of working hours so that 1nore coul d be kept in work. The big unions 
were also ke,en to establish national, not regional, rates of pay. The minersr in 
par ticular1 campaigned for 1;his in order to prevent mine o\ivners in different 

parts of the coun try imposing different rates of pay. Tl'lley v,lere keen to get the 
goven1ment to legislate for this in case the ieoalmines were retun1ed to the 
control of the private inine owners aft,er the war. 
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Despite the benefits of wartin1,e cooperation with the gover1unent, so1rne trade 
un.ion 1nembers lost faith in their l1eaders. They felt that their l1eaders were too 
close to government., less in touch wi~h their me1nbers and working conditions 

on the factory floor. This partly explains why there were a number of 1unofficial' 
strikes, such as that on Clydeaide in 1915, wl1ich union leaders did not support. 

S01ne of this distrust was diluted when the Labour Party, 1nany of whose 
me1nbers were trade unionists, voted for Labour ministers to v,lithdra\.v from. the 
vi1arti111e coalition goverrunent at the end of the war. 

One of those who proposed this n1ove was James Maxton, ,.vho had been 

pro1ninent in organising str~es among shipyard ,,vork rs on Clydeside during 
the war. Maxton was a 1nember of the hidependent Labour Party (ILP), the 

most socialist part of the labour rnovernent. He 1,vas a vocal opponent of the 

war. In 1916, he was even convicted of sedition and imprisoned for a year. 

To\vards the end of the war, il1 1918., he and other me1nbers of the ILP wer,e 
instrumental in persuading the Labour Party to adopt g,enuine1r socialist ideas, 
like nationalisation, in their 11evv constihttion. 

Post-war militancy 

After the war the trade unions contit1ued to r1ecruit new tn1embers and., by 192Q, 
had a total 1nembership of 8 million. They were buoyed up by the fact that, 
in the immediate post-\ivar period, there was little unemploy1nent despite the 

demobilisation of troops. The unjons were in a strong bargaining position and 

there vvas a rash of strikes in 1919. On the raiJ,.vays, which were still under dir et 
state control at the ,end of the war, the government reduced wages, at a time of 

rising prices, and, in September 1919, the Nation.,al Union ofRailwayinen (NUR) 

called a national strik,e. This caused massive disruption: the railways \-Vere by 
far the inost in1portant 1nea11s of transport for both goods and people. In the 
event., the strike only lasted for seven days thanks to the leader of the Transport 
Workers-' Union, Ernest Bevin, whose .intervention led to a settlement in ,,vhich 
it was agreed that existing wages would be maintained for another year. 

Forty Hours strike 1919 

In Glasgow, in January 1919, engineedngworkers went on strike to de1nand 

a 40-hour week. As war contracts were cornpleted and. soldiers returned from 

the froJ1t, the workers feared une1nploy1nent and ,.vanted to share the avai11ble 
work out 1nore widely. They called for a general s trike i:n which workers in 
other u1dustries wou]d join them in sy1npathy and show solidarity in their battle 

with their bosses. Fevv unions gave their backing but the government feared 

widespread unrest, perhaps a tnass 1nove1ne11t, and scented revolution inspir,ed 

by th1e Russian Revolutio11. They sent troops into 'Red Clydeside'. 

Soon there were over 50,000 1rnen on strike. Manny Shi111,vell, the local leader 
of the British Seafarers" Union, threatened to shut off Glasgows power stations 

.. KEY FIGURES 

James Maxton 
( 1885-1946) 

A Scottish s ocJaliist and m ermber 
of the I UP. He became a Labour 
MP ~n I '922. He was a brilliant 
orator and Churchjlil described 
hi1m as ·the greatest 
pa. rfia,m,e ntari an of hj s day'. 

Ernest IBevin (1881-195 I) 

Founder and secretary of the· 
Transport and General 
Wonkers' Union (TGWU) in 
I 922. o,ur~ng the General 
Strr!ke, Bevtn was Jn charge of 
co-ordi nat,ng the act.ivirues of 
the unijons (see page 142). 

Manny Shinwell 
( 1884-1986) 

A member of the Independent 
Labour Party, he vvas elected to 
Padiamerit in 1922. 1He 
rematned an MP untill 1970 
(when, aged 86, he was the 
oldest member of the :House 
of Commons). 

... KEYTERMS 

Nationalisation Taki'ng 
into pub!lic ownership 
(government control). 

General strike Sever ail 
unjor,s coming ou:t on sbriike 
together. 

I Red Clydeside' Red rs 
the cclou r associated with 
rad ica,11 left-wt ng po I iti cs, 
which charactedsed Glasgow, 
pa:rti cu ,larfy the areas on the 
River <;:lyde, ?1,tth~s tii,me,. 
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... KEYTERM 

Revolutionary Russia 
l n October 'I 9 :I 7, Russtan 
Co:m:munist revokrtionaries 
had taken power under 
Lenin and then called on 
workers everywhere to do 
the sam,e and overthrow their 
gove,mme nts. 
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and close down the trains. Using strikers and recently de1nobilised soldiers, he 
said he would 'stop every traincar, shut off every light, and generally paralyse 
the business of the city'. On 31 January., a 1nass meeting vvas h1eld it1 George 

Squar,e in tl1e city to hear the response to the st.rikers1 request for gov1errnnent 
interventio11 u1 the dispute. A sudden police charge led to a riot. Shinwell ,.vas 
one of thos.e who tried to cahn the situation b,ut running battles continued for 
the rest of the day. The strike fizzled out and its leaders vver1e arriested. Shin\\rell 

was sentenced to five months' itnprisornnent for incitement to riot 

The goven11nent remained fearful of a revolutionary uprising and after the riot, 
th hotne secreta:ry, Winston Churchill, sent 10,000 troops to Glasgo,,v to deter 
any further gatherings. The reputation of Red Clydeside as a centre of poliHcal 
and indust.rial 1nilitancy grew in the years ahead and., in the 1922 general 
election, several Red Clydesiders, including Maxton a11d ShinweH, w1ere elected 
to Parlian1ent as Labour MPs. 

'The Council o'f Action 1920 

There were few instances of strike action being taken for overtly political 
purposes. However, one of thetn occurred in 1919 when London dockers refused 
to load a ship with munitions which were to be used against rewoJutionary 
Russia. The dockers were supported in this action by their ]eader, Ernest Bevin. 
Then, in August 1920, when Britain threatened to become involved in a vvar 

against Russia, Bevin took the lead in pressing for the formation of a Council of 

Action to prevent British, involve1nent. The Council pledged, with the support 

of the TUC and the Labour Party, to 1nobiHse mass strikes ,should the threat 
prove real. Further action proved unnecessary as the British government did 11.ot 
intervene. 

The amalgamation o'f unions 
In the 1early 192Ds, the unions were forced on to the defensive: after years of 
gaining 1nembersj they began to lose them as economic depression set in 

and unetnployinent rose. With de1n and for labour falling, the unions were 
in a weaker bargainir1tg positio11 \i\1itl1 their e1nployers. In order to strengthen 

the unions, particulady it1 their resistance to wage cuts, steps were taken 
to incorporate all the workers in particular industries, and all the different 
unions that represented them,. i11to big, conso]idat,ed unions. So, fo.r instanceF 
in 1921, the Associated Engineering Un.ion (AEU) was fon11ed out of several, 
s1naUer engineering uniot1s and, in 1922, the Transport and G,enera] Work1ers' 
Union (TGWU) was ,ci-eated. Under the leadership of Ernest B,evin, the TGWU 

continued to absorb stnaller unions and was to become the lar,gest union in the 
country~ 
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Summary diagram: Trade :unions and government 1914-22 

Trade unions during the First World War 
• Grew in m1embership 

• Mostly bene,fited from cooper-ation with government 

, ,. 

Militancy was a feature of war-time and post-war Br:ita1in: 
• G lasg1ow rent strike 191151 

• Strike by railwaymen 1919 

• Forty Hours strike by engineering wori<ers 1919 
• Council of Action 1920 

The origins of the General Strike 
I 

t'" How did problems in the coal industry lead to the General Strike 

o/1926? 

lvlany trade union members had done well in the war and its ilnmediate 

aftennath. T.heir wartin1e experience of cooperation \ivith their e1nployers and 

the govern1nent had, Lnostli been a good one. Most trade unionists disliked the 
nev; tnilitancy, preferrit1g to resolv,e disputes through negotiation. 

However, the coal miners had experienced a tense and bitter relationship with 

their en,ployers before the ,.var and they did not wish to see control of the mines 

returned to private enterprise after its end. In 1919~ the 1niners threatened a 

strike de1nanding higher pay, shorter hours of Vilork and the nationalisation of 
the 1nu1es. The prj1ne minister, Lloyd George, prevent1ed an im1nediate strike 

by agreeing to set up a Commission, headed by a judge, Sir John Sankey, to 

mak,e reco1nmendations on the future of the industry. Lloyd George said he 

would accept the 1najority decision. Miners and their r,epresen tatives on the 
Cotnmissio:n recom1ne11ded ,continu1ed nationalisation; the coahnine owners 
and e1nployers opposed nationalisation. The chainnan. tipped the balance by 
reco1nmendin.g 11ationalisation. However, Lloyd George, t111der pressure from 

Conservative n1en1bers of his coalition ,governn1ent, rejected nationalisation. 

This 'betrayal' 1nbittered th miners and led to increasing distrust of the 
g-0¥ern1nent. 

The problems of the coal industry 

The origins of the General Strike of 1926 ]ay in the probletns of the coal industry. 
There werie over a 1ni1Hon. miners,, making up 011e in ten of the 1naJe workforce 
and,, in payment for their hard and often dangerous work, they w,er,e paid better 
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than most other workers. Then, in the early 1920s, their ,vages began to decline 
and they ,experi1enced rising unemploytn1en·t. There were many r,easons for the 
prob]ems facing the industry. 

The biggest proble1n was the slowing down in detnand for coal on the world 
market. Coal produced by the 1nines and 1nany of the goods from other staple 
industries had been exported abroad. Then, in the war, 1nany countries that 
had depended on imports .fro1n Britau.1 had to look elsewhere. After the war, 

some of those countries no longer 11.eeded to import coal (and textiles, iron 
goods a11d other manufactures) frotn Britain. They found other sources, often 
cheaper. Another r1eason for declining de1mand fot coa] was that many countries, 
Brit,ain included, were using oil, rather than coal1 in their ships. A deeper, 

longer term proble1n was that Britain's 1nines were old and outdated. Many 

o\vners had failed to inv,est in new, more efficient, production. techniques. This 

meaut that Britain's tniners ,vere less productive, mining less coal per worker 
than 'in competitor ·countries. like the USA, Poland and Gennany. As a result, 
Britait1 could not produce and export coal as cheaply as other countries so tl1at 

the industry became less competitive in the world 1narket. h1 order to cut the 
costs of production and seH coal at lo'\rver prices, the owners wanted to r,educe 

miners' wages. 

Table 8.1 Output, exports and productivity in the coal industry 1913- 25. (Adapted 

from GA. Phillips, The General Strike, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976, p. 24) 

Output 
(m ii lions of tons) 

270 
230 
250 
276 
267 
255 

Expo·rts 
(m1il Hons of tons) 

98 

87 
102 
82 
69 

Output per man ,per year 
(tons) 

260 
240 
1195 

229 
220 
2117 

The Triple Alliance and 'Black Friday, 1921 

In 1920, the miners revived the Triple Alliance. This was a loose aUiance 

between the three big unions r,epresenting the n1.iners, the railwayrnen and th,e 
transport workers. It had be:en planned in 1914 but never took action because of 

the war. Its aim was to provide tnutual support in the ev1ent of one of the unions 
b,eing involv,ed in a strike. So, for example, if the miners went on strike, the 

railwaymen and other transport workers \ivould r1ot mov,e imported coal around 

tl1e com1try. (At this tilne, 1nost industry and ho1nes relied on coal for power 

and heating.) In effect, the Triple Alliance made provision for a widespread, or 
general, strike that would put the un.ions in a stronger position to a,ch.ieve their 
objectives. 
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In October 1920, the tnin_ers went on. strike for higher wages. The railwaymen 
and transport v,;orkers decided to follov..r suit. The govern1n1ent was so alarmed 
that it rushed through an Emergency Powers Act in Parliament so that it could., 

if necessary, declare a state of ,emergency and use troops to preserve ]aw and 

order and 1naintain 1essentjal supplies. Meanwhile, the govenunent agreed to a 

sjx-tnonth wage incr ase for the 1niners. 

This agree1nent sho,ved the pot.ver of the miners and of the Triple Alliance but 

it sunply postponed a n1ajor industrial dispute. The reason for this is that the 

govern111ent was planning to ha11d back control of the 1nines, and th,e railways, 

to the private o,,vners. The ,coahnh'l'.e owners, who \Vere suffering huge financial 
losses, w,ere det1ermined. to reduce wages so th,at they could produce coal inore 

cheaply and thus be co1npetitive in the export ·mar~et. The miners refused to 
accept wage cuts and, orr 31 March 1921t ,vhen contra] was handed back to the 
mine QVi.1ners, the latter locked out the workers. 

The Triple Alliance was now invoked. The -railwaymen. and transport worl~ers 
agr,eed to go on strike. The goven11n,ent interviened to try and resu1ne 
negotiations but the 1niners refused. However, J.H. Thomas, the leader of the 

National Union of Railw"aymen, demanded that the n1iners resu1ne talks, which 
they agah1 refused to do. Tho1nas and the leader of the Nationa] Transport 

Workers-' Federation, Robert Williatns, canaeUed their sytnpathetic strikes. Tl1is 
day of 'betrayal' became knovvn as "Black Friday'·. The nliners had to fight alone 

until, ten weeks later, they agreed to go back to '\i\"ork 011 reduc,ed wages. 

1Black Fr-iday forc,ed the TUC to change its organisation. It would need a 
stronger, united fron.t in order to deal with the e1nployers.,. wage reductions 

and govern1ne11t strategy. It set up a General Council to deal with inter-union 

disputes and to co-ordinate industrial action by the unions. 

~Red Friday' 1925 and the Samuel Commissi'on 

In the early 1920s, all the industries that depended on exports conti11ued to 
suffer. As exports declined, wages w,ere ,cu.t and \.Yorkers were laid off. In June 
1925, the ,eoalmine own,ers decided to cut wages by ten per cent. The 1nil1 rs 

rejected this move and secured the support o.f the General Council. The latter 
requested the railwaymen and other transport workers to agree not to move coal 
around the country in the event of a miners' strik1e. Walter Citrine, 011e of the 
TUC ]eaders, said: 'If the industries fought singl) · they would be broken singly. 
Only if they could get Trade UnJons to rally to the support of th miners now 
had they any chance of settlement in other iln.dustries threatened by attacks.' 

With. the threat of concerted action organised by the General Council of the 
TUC, the Conservative gov1enu11.ent, led by Sta11ley Baldwin, intervened. 

It announced a temporary subsidy to 1enable the coahnine owners to 1nai11tain 
wages at existingl1evels and the establish1nent of a special co1nmissio11 to 
examine and make recotnmendations on the future of the coal i11dustry. Many 

.. KEY FICiURES J 
J.1H. Thomas 
(1874-1950) 
Helped to fo,rrn1 ~he Natronal 
Union of RaiJwaymen (NUIR)~ 
of which he was leader from 
19117 to 1: 93 I. He was. leader 
at the time of the s uccessfu, 
strike in J 9 ~ 9 but was 
re~uctant to lead the NUR 
into-the Ge nera11 Strike i 11 

I, 926. He was a Labour MP 
from 1910 to f 936. 

Stanley Baldwin 
(1867-1947) 

Leader of the Conservative 
Party I 923-3 7; and priim,e 
minister I '924-9 , 1923-4 and 
1935~7. 
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trade unionists. saw this as a victory for concerted action and called the day 
the s.ubs.idy\vas announced, 31 July, 'Red Friday'. However, as one of their 
leaders said,. 'It was only an ar1nistice'. The gov,ernment ,,vas playing for time. 

In the months ahead they planned th:e stockpiling of essentia] resources and 
established links with haulage companies which ,cou]d be relied on to transport 

goods by lorry in the ,event of the railways. being closed dov111. 

In March 1926, the commission, chaired by Sir H1erbert Sa1nuel, produced its 
report. It recom1nended the following: 

the reorganisation of the coal industry, for example by amalgan:1ating many 
sinallet mines 
the end of the gover11ment subsidy 

• the maintenanoe of national wage agreements, which the owners opposed 

no i11crease in hours of work but itnm1ediate wage reductions to make the 
industry ,cotnpetitiv . 

·Not a penny off the payl Not a second on the day]' 

Most of the mine owners opposed national wage agr,ee1nents, preferring to 

make their own district-by-district arrangeinents. These were seen by the 
m1ners as an aue.mpt to divide thetn ,and, u ltima rely., destroy their union. The 
miners rejected any wage cuts. 'Not a penny off the pay! Not a second on the 
day!" ,vas their slogan. There was little chance of a settletnent. 

The TUC supported. the Jnin,ers' position but continued to call for negotJations 
01rt the basis of ·the Samuel Co.minission.'s r-eco1nmendations. Berhaps they 

scented defeat if there was no siettlement. S01ne, like J.H. Thomas, the 

railwaymen's leader, ,-vere keen to avert a strike. Others were swept along 

by support for the 1ninersF case. Most based their hopes 011 governn1ent 
intervention in the dispute. The govern:inent however, was in no mood to 
pressuris,e the mine ov1ners or prolong its subsid}~ 

With the governrnent subsidy due to run out on 1 May, the i11dividua1 tnine 
owners bega11 to issue notic,es of new, lov,;er v.,ra.ge rates and to plan for a lock-out 

of the miners. In lat April, at a trade union conference, the Gener.al Councn was 
authorised to take on 'the conduct of the dispute' and can a strike if necessary. 

On 2 May, the printers at the Dally Mail refused to set up an editorial for the next 
day's paper ,entitled 'For King and Country' (see Source B, opposite). 

Some 1ne1nbers of the Conservative govern1nent1 such as Winston Chur,chill (see 
page 52), had wanted a showdown with the unions. Now they could cite 'this 
interferenoe with the freedom of the Press' as a reason to end all talks with tbe 
TUC. On 3 May~ the government declared a state of emergency and the TUC 
began its strike the n,ext daJ. 



Chapter 8 Trade union mOitancy 1917-27 
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From the editorial of ·the Daily Mail which was plan,ned for the :I May l92S 
1edition. o,fthe newspaper·. 

We do not wish to say anything hard about the miners themselves. As to their 
leaders, all w,e need say at this nloment is that some of theni are {and have, 
openly declared tliemselves)i under the influence of people who rnean no good to 
this country. 

The general strike is not an industrial dispute; it is a revolutionary movement, 
intended to inflict suffering on the .great mass of innocent persons in the 
community and thereby put forci.ble constraint upon the govern:nient. 

I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I II I 111111111111111 !111111111111 !II I I I I I II I I I II I I I I I II I I I I I I I I I II I I II I II I I II I I I I I Ill I I I I I II I I I I 111111111111111! I Ill I I I I Ill I !I II I I I I I II I I II I I I I I II I I I II II I I I 111111111111111 

Summary diasram: The orisins of ·the Ci,eneral Strike 

I 

Genera,I Strike 

• Arose out of the problems of the coal indusby 

• Coal i ndusby was less. oo,m petitive after First World War 

• Governmen1 returned the mines to private o,wnership in 1921 
• 'Triple, Amanc,e' opposed pay outs but coillapsed on 'Black Friday' 

i 
Samuel Cam1mission recommendations in 1926 were rejected 

• Coal owners opposed t10 reorganisation of the mines 

• Miners opposed to pay 1cuts 

~ 
The· TUC called for a General Stn ke in support of the miners 

The 1926 General Strike and its 
aft·ermath 

_... How effective was the TUC in maintaining support for the strike? 
I 

~ · How effective was the government in dealing with the strike? 
L ... - --

The TUC General Council and the strike 

The TUC and the main unions had been reluctant to pr,epare for a con.fl.ict which 

they did not want and believed they could not,vu.1. The General Council had 
only begun detaHed plan11ir\g of the strike a week before it storted ye t they were 
able ·to can out over 1.5 mUlion workers, on top of the m.iHion miners, on 4 May .. 
the first day. These included: 

For what rea.rons do you ? 
think the printers at the 
Daily Mail refused to 
typeset the ed,ttorial1 ,in 
Source B? 
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• all transport \Vorke rs 
printers (of books and ne·vv"spapers) 
iron and st,eel ,,.;rorkers 
those in the power industries}' gas and electricity. 

The engineering and shipbuilding workers ,-vere called out after a we,ek. It was 
not a 'General Strike' jn the true sense of the ter1n yet jt was 1nore 'general' than. 
any .previous strike and has a]ways been described as such. 

The solidarity shown by tl1e strikers on the first day was highly impressive: 
very few, certainly less than one per cent of the engine dtivers, firemen and 
guards on th,e railways w,ent to work. Hardly any buses, trains or underground 
trains ran in London while the docks and po,.ver stations were as quiet as the 
mines. 111. the no11-industrialis,ed parts of the countri life went on pr,etty much 

as nor1na[, but not in the cities and large towns. Although a smaH 1ninority 
of ltN"Otkers began to drift back to work, most stayed loyal througllout the 
strike. Despite so1ne mistrust of their leader,, J .H. Thomas, 98 per cen.t of the 
railwaymen stayed out on strike untH it vi1as called off. 

En1est Bevin and the Strike Organisation Cotnmittee co-ordinat,ed the 
strikers, activities 011 behalf of the Ge11eral Council. In particular, they took 
charge of the distribution of food ru1d the maintenance of health services. Not 
surprisingly, they had to rely on local 'strike ,com1nittees' in the cities outside 

London. Local studies have iHustrated huge variety in the effectiveness of local 

strike con11nittees: according to historia11 Keith Laybourtt 'they tend, by and 
large, to agree in presenting the General Strike as a chaotic, even if heroic, 
attempt to support the miners,,. Withi11 the confines of what the government 

allowed, Bevin and his com1nittee achieved considerable success. Ho\lvever, the 

strikefs effectiveness was u11doubtedly limited by the goven11nent's emergency 
measures. 

The government and the strike 

The goven11nent's 1nain. prioriti,es were to preserve la\v and order and to 
maintain ess ntia1 food supplies and other vita] services. It largely achieved both 
despite the strength. of trade union., grassroots support. 

Using the Emergency Powers Act of 1920 (see pa.ge 139), the goven1ment had 
been planning for a G,eneral Strike since j'Red Friday', nine n1onths previously. 
It had lnoved troops into key areas and recruited hu11dreds of thousands of 
mainly middle-class volunteers to act as special ,constables and to drive buses,.. 
lorries and even trains. T.he docks ,vere vital to government conh·ol of food 

suppHes and thousands of volunteers, as ,-vell as sailors, were e1nployed to 

unload ships in ports such as Li\lerpool, Bristol, CardifL G]asgow and London. 

The gov,ertunent also managed to keep s01n power stations working so that gas 
and el,ectricity supplies could be maintained. 
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SOUR.CE C 
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An armoured car escorts a food 1co,n,voy through london1 during the General Strike, 1926. 
1111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

The government's transport and 1naint1enance of food distribution ·beca1ne 
increasingly effective the longer the strike lasted. A decisive, psychological 

turning point ca1ne on the fifth day of the sttike: London ,~as running short 
of flour and bread and so., before dawn on 8 May., a convoy of over 100 lorries, 
escorted by a r1noured cars., went to the docks. Food was loaded and taken to a 

food centre in Hyde Park. To 1nov1e food and other essential supplies around the 

country. th e goven1ment ,vas larg1ely able to rely on road hau]a,ge ,companies, 

and their regular driv1ers. The governtnent's success in maintaining food 
supplies and essential services undoubtedly contributed to the General CouncH-'s 

eventual decision to call off the strike. 

The role of the media 
Although the gov,ern1nent was undoubtedJy successful i11 the supply and 
distribution of food and other essential supplies, the struggle to win over public 
opinion was less decisive in outco1ne. With the ne,vspapers closed do,vi1, 

the govenunettt looked to, and probably received more favourable treatment 
fro1n, the BBC because the latter, while proclaitning its independence and 
broadcasting its own neutral news bulletins, was careful to say nothil1g critical 
of the govern1nent or supportive of the strikers. 

How usefu'I is Source C ? 
for an understanding of 
the events of the Generaf 
Strike? 
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Although there ,-vete sporadic outbreaks of vio]ence between police and strikers,. 
the conduct of the strike was, for the most part, reinarkably peaceful and no11-
violent. N evertheliess, the government played on public fears of disorder and 

cl1aos, r1owhere 1nore so than in the pages of t11e British Gazette. This was the 

government's own paper and its editor was Wi11stor~ Churchill, chancellor of the 

exchequer. 

SOURCED 
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From the British Gazette, 6 May 1926, the third day of the General Strike .. The 
Brl ti sh Gazette, ,edited by Wi n,st,on Church HI, was the mouth piece of the 
Conservative sovernment durinsthe strike. 

MESSAG.E FROM THE PRIME MINISTER 

'Constitutional governnzent is being altacked 

'Let all good citizens whose livelihood and labour have thus be·en put in peril 
bear with fortitude and patience the hardships· with which they hav·e so 
suddenly been confronted. 

'Stand behind the government who are doing their part confident that you will 
cooperate in the measures they have undertaken to preserve the liberties and 
privileges of the people, of these islands. 

'The laws of· England are the people's birthright. 

"The laws are in your keeping. 

'You have made Parliarnent their guardian. 

"The General Str·ike is a challenge to Parliament and is the road to anarchy and 
. 

rum. 

'STANLEY BALDWIN1 

The strike is intended as a direct hold-up oj~the nation to ransorn ... 'This 
momentF I as the Prime Minister pointed out in the House of Commons,, 'has 
been chosen to cha]Jenge tl1e existing Constitution of the country and to 
substitute the reign of force for that which now exists . .. I do not believe there 
has been anything like a thoro-ugh-going consultation with the rank and file 
before this despotic power was put in th,e. hands of a small executive in Londnn 
... I do not think all' the lea1ders who assented to arder a general strike fully 
re,alised that they ivere threatening the basis of~ordered governnient and con-zing 
rzea 1"t-1· to proc lairning civi I war than we have been fo1· centuries past. 

IIIIIHIIHll!ll!!!IIIIHHll!!llllll!HIIHll!IH!IIHllllll!Hl!!lll!IHIIIIHlll!lll!ll!!lll!ll!!IHIHlll!lllllll!l!ll!!Hll!!IHIIIIIH!l!IHIIIIIIIHIIH!l!IH!Hlll!l!l!IH!lllll!IHIIHll!Hll!l!Hl!!II 

The British Worker, published. on behalf of the TUC General CouncH, was first 

produced on 5 May. It responded to the charges made by the British Gazette. 
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From the B'titish Worker., 7 May 19265 

The General Council does not challenge the Conslitution. lt is not seeking to 
substitute unconstitutional governrr1ent. Nor is it desirous of underrnining our 
Parlia1nenta1y institutions. The sole aim C?f the Council is to secure for the 
tniners a decent standard of life. The Council is engaged in an i.ndustrial 
dispute. Ther1e is no constitution.al crisis ... 

Every instruction issued by the General Council is evidence of their 
1detern1ination to n-zaintain the struggle strictly on the basis oj'an industlial 
dispute. They have ordered every me111ber takfrig part to be exemplary in his 
conduct and not give any cause for police interference ... They are not attacking 
the Constitution. They are notfighiing the comnzunity. They are defending the 
mine workers a&ainst the mine-owners. 
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Much of the reporting in the British Gazette was highly inflammatory. On 8 May, 
it r,eported that the transport and railway unions were going Lto do their utmost 

to paralyse and break down the supply of food and the necessaries of life' and 
'that an organised atte1npt is being n1ade to starv,e the people and to wreck the 
state ... '. Again, the British Worker refuted the char,ges and, in fact, there was 
eviden.ce of the trade unions helping to unload food ships at some ports. 

The end of t he General Strike 

Th,e G,enera] Council den.ied that the strike was, in any way, 'a direct challenge 
to ordered gover11.ment1

, insisting that it was an 'industrial dispute, wher-e the 
workers say v,le wa11t justic,e'. Similarly, in the House of Co1nmons., J.H. Thomas, 

who was a Labour MP as w,ell as the NUR l,eader, emphasised that the strike 
J:is 111.ere]y a plain, e,c01,on1ic, industrial dispute1 ,vhere the Vit~orkers say we want 
jus"tic,e.' However, charges that it was unconstitutional, and thus illegal, were 
repeated, both in the British Gazette and via the BBC, and the TUC found itself 

in a dilernma. On the one hand, the General Council realised that it could not 
make the strik,e fully effective without inconv,eniencing the public and losing 
its support. On the other· hand, it .realised that it was directly challenging the 
govern1nent jn that its objective was to f-orce it to intervene iJ.1 order to prev,ent 
further wage reductions in the coaJl industry. There was1 however, no si.gn at all 

that the go¥ernment would giv,e in. This was why the General Council seized 
the opportunity present,ed by the intervention of Sir Herbert Sainuel. 

Sa1nu.el contacted J.H. Tho111as, the railwaymen,s leader, and others on 6 May. 
Thomas had already said in the House of Cotmnons that the strike had to be 

called off before 'It got out of hand.' O n 7 May, Sa1nuel met the Negotiating 

Corrunittee of the General Council. He also met representatives of the mine 
owners. Satnuel ca1ne up with a list of points, the 1Sa1nue] Me1norandu1n', which 
was broadly based on his report of March 1926 (see page 139). The TUC told 

the 1niners that it was .. a fair basis for negotiating a settletnent' but neither the 

H·OW effective·ly does ? 
Source E refute the ctaim 
made ,in Source D that 
the strike is ·a challenge to 
Pa'rll i amenf and: a 
'chaUenge to the exisbng 
C . . 'i onst1tut,1ori . 
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miners nor the govenunent were willin.g to accept it. The government insisted 
tha·t the strike be called off before they ,.vou]d enter into any negotiations 
v,tith the TUC. The ]a tter agreed., wi~hout receiving an.y co1runittnent fro1n 
Stanley Baldwin, the pritne minister,. to acoept the Samuel Memorandum. The 

TUC instructed the trade unions to end the strike and resu1ne wo!lk so that 

negotiations could contit1ue. It was 12 May, the ninth day of th strike. 

The TUC had been reluctant to embark on the strike i.n the first place and they 

came to realise that they could never b·e successful. The govenun.ent succeeded 

in maintaining essential supplies and ,vould ·not back down. To 1nost 1nen1bers 
of the General CounciJ, the Sa1nu l Me1norandutn vvas the only way in ,vhich an 
orderly rietreat from the strike could be 1nade. 

The return to work 

The end of the strike and th1e order to return to work brought confusion, 
especially as it was presented as a suc,cess il1 the British Workefl which reported: 
'Miners Ensured a Square Dear. In effect, howev1er., this was a cover-up: the TUC 

had surrendered. The strikers soon realised they had not achl1ev,ed the victory 

they had expected. 

BaldVi.,in caned on the nation to 'work in a spi:rit of cooperation and put behind 
us all ·malice an.d virndictiveness' but there was widespr,ead victimisation of 

tl1tose ,.vho had been on strike. S01ne ,employers tried to root out union officials 

or would only take on non-union labour. Hov,.,rever, there were huge r1egional 
variations and, in so1ne areas, the threat to continue the strike was enough to 
make e1nployers reinstate all their workers. The historian Tony Mason wr-ote of 
the northeast that ther,e was isome victimisation - probab]y less than 1night have 

b,een 1expe,cted1
• This was the case in 1nost of Britain. Most etnployers ,vere happy 

to return to normal working conditions. 

However, for the miners, this was not the case. They stayed on strikre as they had 

done i11 1921. Both miners and owners remained intransigent. Neither side was 

,villing to negotiate on the basis of the Samuel Memorandum and govern1nent 

attempts at tnediation an fail d. Then, faced with starvation, so1ne n1iners 
started to drift back to worik in late su1nmer and., at the 1end o.f September, aft,er 
11eady seven tnonths on strike, the Miner~ Federation ordered their regional 

leaders to make the best deals they could with the owners. In 1nany areas, long1er 

hours and lower wages were in1posed. 

The coUapse of the G·eneral Strike and the defeat of the miners, constituted 
a huge blow to the reputation,. 1effectiveness and 111e1nbership of the trade 

union 1noveinent. It led to recriminations between the 1niners and the General 

Council. The former blan1ed the latter for Jetting them down. The Council 
bla1ned the miners forun,.viUingness to compro1nise '"'hen defeat was staring 
·rhem in the face. Nev1ertheless,, the trade union 1novetnent survived and the 

unions continued to challenge the employers on behalf of their members. 
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The consequences of the General Strike 
ln the aftermath of t'he General Strik1e, in 1927, the government introduced a 
Trade Disputes Act aitned at making another general strike impossible. It: 

1nade general and sy1npathetic strikes illegal 

• restricted strike action to specific disputes 
• banned the use of trade union .funds for political purposes (for example, 

support of the Labour Party) unless individual rn,embers chose to contribute 

by I contracting in'. 

Not surprisingly, the Act was seen by the trade unions and the Labour Party as 
highly punitive. 

So1ne historians have seen the Gen.eral Strike as a watershed in the develop1nent 

of trade unionism in Britain. They point to the decline in union me111bership 
and in 1nilita11cyl' as sh0Vv11 in the number o.f strik1es. Others, however~ Hke 
Gordon Phillips, believe that trade unionism was not hugely da1na,ged and that 

it continued to devrelop along the same lines as it had done before 1926. 

Me1nbership did decfu1e after 1'926 but it had been doing so before the strike 

and the fall in numbers after 1926 was not as steep as "it had b en in the early 
1920s.. The unions did not abandon the strike weapon but -they did use it 1rnore 

cauHously. Few1er days were lost to strike action after 1926 than before but the 

number had been decHning for most of the period from 1921 tia 1926, which 

suggests the reinforoement of an existing wend to\vards industrial peace. 

The events of 1926 showed that industrial action on a nation.al scaJe was likely 

to entail political con!lict which 1nost trade union leaders did not wish to 
1enibark on. They preferred (and most had always pr,eferred) a 1nore pragn1atic, 

less confrontational approach to industria] relations. And this approach was 

reciprocated by most e1nployers who were glad t-o return to good relations 
,.vith their workforce, particularly after the end of the coal strike, which had 

caused severe pow1er shortages and a significant rise in une1nployinent in 

those industries ;,rhich depended on coal-fired pow1er stations. As historian 
G.A. PhHHps writ1es: 'the leaders. and 1ne1nbers of th1ese h1stitutio11s [trade 
unions] shared ... the values of their fello,...,-citizens: the belief in constitutional 

modes of goven11nentr in the virtues of legality, in a prag1natic and conciliatory 

approach to potentially disruptive social issues-'. 
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Summary dia9ram: The 1926 General Strike and its aftermath 

Neariy 100'% support fro,m Government maintained food supplies 
workers in striking unions with support of volunteers and appealed 

to public opinion in British Gazette 

\ ~ TUC General Council 
publ ished British Wot*er 

Resu11ts of TUC caHed off the 
Genera I Strike strike after nine da.ys supporting the strike 

/ " Miners ,continued the strike Trade Disputes Act 1 '927 made sympathetic, 
until September 1926 o,r gener.al, strikes i llega! 
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~ 

~ ... ---.... ----------.... --; Many trade un,i1cns w ·orked in ,cooperation with the 

= government during the First Wodd War. However, 

~ t here were :instances of mHi,tancy during. al'ld after 
;;; the war: in 11919, there was a national strike on 
-
~ the railways. and a strike for a 40-hour week by 
_ engi·neering workers in G~asgow. 
s 
: The General Strike of 1926 arose out of problems 

~ 1in the coal industry where relations between tlie 

1926, the Samuel Co,mmfssion recommended 

reorganisati.on of the ,ndustry, which the owners 
opposed, arid wage reductions, which the mi,ners 
rejected . 

w ,ith the owners imposing pay cuts and longer 

hours of workj t he miners went on strike agai'n 

~n ~926. They were sqpported by several other 
big unions which went oni strike in support. This 

General Strike! during which the government 

rma~nta~ned the food supplies with the help of 

volunteer 'labou.~ lasted foir nine days. 'The miners 

~ :m,iners and the government and between miners continued on strike for five months bur were forced 

-~ 

-----

--

---~ ---.::::. ---
~ 

- -= and coalmine owners became ·increasingly bitter. back to, work, mostly on :lower pay. ~n 19271 an Act = 

; The re were stdkes in 1920 and [92 1. Then , in of Parliament made such general strikes i'llegat : 
~ ~ 
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~ Refresher questions 
Use these questions to rem~nd yourself of the key 
material coverad in this··chapter.. 

I What wasthe cause and result of the Gtasgow rent 
strike of I 9 ~ 5? 

2 What vi1as jam,es Maxonts. importance in the 
deve~opment of the Labou--r Party? 

3 What role did M1anniy Shinwe'II p:lay 1n the Forty 
Hours strike in Glasgow in 1919? 

4 What were the main problems of the coal industry 
before the Genera~ Strike? 

5 H1ow successful was the Tripjle AHiance in 1920? 

6 Wrry did many trade uni.ont·sts see ~Red Friday" 1n 
11925 as a victory? 

C Question practice 

E,SSAY QUESTIONS 

1 What were the main recommendations of the 
Samuel Comm,iss~on in I '926? 

8 How successful were Bevin and the Stdke 
Organisati,an Comm~ttee? 

9 Why might J.H. Thomas have been critidsed by 
trade un1ion mmtants :in both 1921 and 1926? 

I O Why did the General Strike never become an 
effective diaUenge to the government? 

I I What rote d1d the medta play during the Genera~ 
Strike? 

12 Why did the TUC caJ1l an end to the General, Strnike 
after twe!ve days? 

13 What were the main consequences of the Genera1I 
Strfrke? 

1 To what extent was the coa t m'iners· union responsible for the Genera1l Strike 1in 1926? 

2 jThe report of the Saml1e l Comm,ission was the most significant deve lopment in the events from 1920 to 
1926 that led to the outbreak of the G,enera l Strike: How far do you agree with this statem·ent? 

3 1The Ba ldwin government was comp~ete1ly successful 1iin deaUrig w~th the Genera l Strike of 1926.1 How far do 
you agree with this statement? 

4 To what extent did the TUC Genera1I Coundl bear the primary resporis ibi lity for the fai1lure of the General 
Strike? 

SOURCE ANALYSIS QUESTION 
1 Assess the va lue of Source D (page 144} for revei=l ling the attitudes and po ljcy of the Conservative 

governr11ent during the General Strike. Explai.n your answer using the source, the information gfven about 
its o:ri'gi1n and your own know11edge a.bout the historical context. 
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Ed excel A level History 

Sources guidance 
Edexcel's Paper 3, Option 36.1: Protest,, agitation 

and parliamentary reform in Britain, c.1780- 1928 is 

assessed by an exa1n co1nprjsi11g three sections: 

• Section A is a source analysis assess1nent. It tests 
your knowledge of one of the key topics in depth. 

• Section B requires you to write one essay from a 

choieie of two, again testing your knowl,edge of k1ey 

topics in depth (see page 155 for guidance on this). 
• Sectjon C requires you to "''rite one 1essay from 

a choice of two. Questions relate to themes in 

breadth and test your knowledge of change over 

a period of at least 100 years (see page 159 for 

guidance on this). 

The sections of the exam relate to the sections of the 

paper in the following way: 

Test your 
knowledge 
of the key 
toplcs h1 
depth 

Tests your 
knowJedg,e 
of the 
them,es ijn 
breadth 

Mass protest and 
agitaUon~ 

• Radical reformers 1 

c.1790-1.819 

• CharUsm1, 
c.1838-c. 11850 

• Co ntagi o,u s Dis,e as es 
Acts and the carmpa~gin 
for their repeal~ 186:2-86 

• The Women's Social 
and Political Un~onr., 
1903-14 

• Trades union miUtancy~ 
1917-27 

Changes in irepresentauon 
in Englandll c.1780- 192'8: 
• R'eform of Par~ 1iament 

• Changing1 innuences in 
Par n ament: the i1m pact 
of parhamentary reform 

The follo,ving advice relates to Paper 3, Sectjon A. 
Paper 3 is only available at A 1evel1 therefore ther :is 
no AS level version of this paper. 

Paper 3 Section A. 

Section A of Paper 3 comprises a single c01npulsory 
question which re£ers to one source. 

The question 

The Section A question ,vill begin ,,vith the followin g 

ste1n: 'Assess the value of the source for reveaHng ... '. 
For example: 

Assess the value of this source for revealing the 
methods used by the government to control the 
Chartists and the attitudes of the Chartists to the 
government. 

Explain your answer, using the source, the 
information given about its origin and your own 
knowledge about the historical context. 

The source 

The source wiU be a primary or conteinporary 

sourte: it will have been written ,co11te1nporary to 

c.1780-1928, the period that you are studyit1g. The 
source will be around 350 words long. It ,,vill be 

accompanied by a brief passage which will set out 

the ess,ential provenance of the souroe. Here is an 

exan1ple: 
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SOURCE I 
111! 11!! 1111! 111! 1111111! 111! 111! 1111111! 111! 111! I I!! I I!! I 11111 I I! I I I! 11 1! 11 !! 111! I I!!! I!! 11 !! I 11! I !I 111! 111! 111! H 11! I I I! II!! 111!1 I I! 111! 111! 111! 111! I I !1111! I I I! 111! I 111! 11 !! I !!III!! 11 !! II!! 11!! 11 !! I I !III!! 11 !I 11 !I I 11111 !I 111!!1 I !I 11 !! 11 !! 11!! 11 !1111! I I!! II!! I I !! 11 !! 11 !! 111! 111 !! II!! I I!! 11 !! I I !III!! I I!! 111! 1111111! I 11! II I! I I!! I 

Fro,m History oft.he Chartist Movement, 1B37-1BS4 by Robe·rt Gammage, published in 1BS4. This was the 
f irst published a,ccount ,of the Chartist movement. Gammage w.as a Chartist all his working life, becoming 
increasingly active as a 1Chartist lecture r as he travelled the Midlands and south of England looking for work. 
He was present in london at the time of the Kennington Co,mmon meeting abo,ut· whi,ch he is writing h,ere. 

Various bodies continued to arrive on the Common 
with nzusic and banners. Meanwhile~ the 
Convention assembled at nine o'clock, where a 
letter from the Co1rzmissioner of Police was read 
out, stating that the contemplated procession to 
Parlia1nent would on no account ibe allowie!.d to take 
place. O'Connor delivered tl precautionary speech; 
took the blame off the govern1nent for the 
preparations they had niade, and p'laced it upon 
those w.ho had talked of an armed insurrection. 

When the ieamage t:eached the Common,. 
0 'Connor was asked to go to the Harns' Tavern. 
Mr. Mayne, Cornmissioner of Police, was awaiting 
him. It was b,elieved that O'Connor had ,been 
art~ested, but this was an idle rumour. Mayne 
informed 11im that the government wauld not 
interfere with the meeting, but that the procession 
would not be aUow-ed. He said the governrnent had 
the means of preventin:g it and that those rne.ans 
would be used and that O'Connor would be held 
resp01isible. O'Connor promised that the procession 
should be abandoned. He had led the people to 
believe that he would head the procession to 

Understanding the question 

To ans,-ver· the question successfully you inust 

understand how the question works. The question 
is written pr,ecisel~ in order to mak,e su.re that you 
understand the task. Each part of the question has a 
specific mea1ung. 

Assess the value of th is source[ 1 ] for revealing the 
methods used by the government [2] to control the 
Chartists and the attitudes of the Chartists to the 
govemment[3]. 

Explain your answer, using the source, the 
informat ion given about its origin and your own 
knowledge about the historical context. 

Rarliament and he had pledged hi-mself to the police 
that it should be abandoned. 

0 1Co nnar then addressed the 111.asses on the 
Cammon, co1nm.e11ding thern not to injure their 
cause by any act offoll:y. He pointed to the Petition,, 
which he said contained the voices of five million 
seven hundred thousand of their countrynzen., who 
would be looking for good conduct fro rn the11i that 
day. He then ,told them that the Executive wo-uia 
acco'tn.pany the Petition ,and urged them not to 
acco1npany it. 

The rneeting being at an end, the Petition was 
placed .in thre,e carriages. The Chartist del~gation 
accon1p,anied it to Parliam,ent. The police guarded 
the bridges, a.nd for upwarids of an hour after the 
1neeting, prevented any approach on the part of the 
pe·ople. Some endeavoured to cross the bridges, but 
the ,police used their staves, often with very little 
moderation. The masses, howevet; did not risk a 
collision with the police,. and conside1ing the 
tension previously existing, the day passed off in a 
singularly peaceful manne-t; 

1 You must eva~uate how useful the source coulrd be 
to a historian. Evaluat ing the extent of usefulness 
1involves considerjng1 i1ts vallue and limltaUons ~n the 
Hght of your own know~edg1e about the s,ource's 
historical cont,ext. lm,portant information albout the 
context of the source is included irn the inform,aUon 
given about the source. 

2 The question focuses on two specijfic enquiri·es 
that the source m~gtht be useful for. The fjrst is tlhe 
methods used by the government 

3 The :second enqui1ry ,s the attitudes of the Chartists. to 
IJhe government 
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You shouJd use the source, the infonnation about 

the s ou.rce and your o,V11 kno\.vledge of the historical 
context to make a judgement about how far the 
source is useful to a historian 1engaged it1 two 

specific ,enquiries. Cruciall)~ you 1nust consider both 

enquiries; an answer,iVhich oruy focuses on one of 
the enquiries is unlikely to do well. 

Source skills 
Section A of Pap,er 3 t sts your abiHty to evaluate 
souroe 1na.terial. Your job is to analyse the source by 
reading it in the context of the values and assumptions 

of the society and the period fro1n which it cru1lle. 

Examh1.ers will mark your work by focusing on the 
extent to which you are able to do the :following: 

Interpret and analyse source 1naterial: 

- At a basic level, this m.eans you can understand 
the source and select, cop), paraphrase and 
summarise the source to help answer the 
question. 

- At a higher level, your interpretation of the 
source i11cludes the ability to explain, analyse 

and make huerences based on the source. 
- At the highest lev1els, you will be expected to 

analyse the source in a sophisticated way. This 

includes the ability to distinguish between. 
information., opinions and argum1ents 
contained in the souvce. 

Deploy kn.owledg,e of historical context i11. relation 

to the source: 

- At a basic level, this ineans the ability to link 
the sou roe to your know]edge of the context in 
,,vhich the source was w.ritten, using this 

kt10\\'"'ledge to expa11d or support the 
information contairl,ed in the source. 

- At a higher level, you '1v"ill be ab]e to use your 
contextual knowledge to make jnferiences, and 
to expand, support or challenge the details 
mentioned in the source. 

- At the highest levels, you will examine the 

value and Hmits o:f the 1naterial contained in 
the source by interpreting the source in the 

cont,ext of the values and assumptions of the 

society from ,.vhich it is taket1. 

Study guide~ Edexcel 

Evaluate the usefub\ess and weight of the sourc,e 
material: 
- At a ha.sic level, 1evalua ti.on of the source ,.vill be 

based on sitnplistic criteria about reliability and 

bias. 
At a higher [eve!, evaluation of the source vvill 
be based on the nature and purpose of the 

source. 

- At the highest levels, evaluation of the source 

will be based on a valid criterion tl1at is justified 
in the course of the essay. You will also be able 
to distinguisll betw,een the vrulue of different 
aspects of the sourc,e. 

Make sure your source evaluation is sophisticatied. 
Avoid crude statetnents about bias and avoid 
si.t11plistic assumptions such as that a source written 
immediat,ely after an event is reliable,. \¥hereas a 
source written years later is unreliabl,e. 

Try to see things through the eyes of the writer; 

• How does the \ivriter understand the vtodd? 

What assu1nptions does the writer have? 

\tvho is the ivriter trying to itlfluence? 
\'\7hat views i. th1e w,:iter trying to challenge? 

Basic skiU: comprehension 

The 1nost basic source skill is con1pre]1ension: 
understanding what the source means. There are 
a variety of techniques that you can use to aid 
comprehension. For ,exampl1e, you could read the 

sources included in this book and in past papers. In 
this context you could: 

Read the sources out loud. 
Look up any words that you don't understand and 

1nake a glossary. 
Make Hash .cards containing brief biographies of 
the writer of the sources. 

You can demonstrate ,co1nprehension by 
copying, paraphrasing and summarising the 
sources. However/ keep this to the minin1u1n as 
comprehension is a low-]evel skill and you need to 
]eave roo1n for hlgher-1evel skills. 
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Advanced skill: contextualising the 
sources 

First, to analyse the sources correctly you need to 
understand them in the oont,ext in which th,ey w,ere 

written.. Sour,ce 1 r,eflects Robert Ga1nmag,e's view. 
Your job is to understand the values and assu1nptions 

behu1.d the source. 

• One ,vay of ,contextualising th,e source is to 

,consider tl1e nature, origins and purpos,e of the 
source. How,ever, this can lead to a fonnu1laic 
essay. 

• An alten1.ative is to consider two l,evels of con text. 
First,, you should establish the general oont,ext. In 

this case, Source 1 ,vas published a few yea.rs after 
the events it describes. Second, you can look for 

specific references to conte1nporary events, people 

or debates in the sources. For exa111ple, ,.vhen 

considering the 1nethods used by the goven1n11ent, 
the details. in the source ,can be put in ,context in 

the follow1ng way: 

- The 1letter from the Cormnissioner of Police' 

giv,es a clear warning that th,e procession would 
not 'be allowed~ su,gges'ting the ,government1s. 
resolution. 

- Thatwarnin,gwas reiterated at the Co1n1non 
but the 'goven1me11t \ivould not interfere with 
the meetu11g' - as a conoession or as fear of the 
consequences if it tried to ban it? 

- The government had the 'means of pr,evienting' 

the procession., suggesting physical force. 

- Police '.guarded the bridges.' and 'used their 

staves; to ,preven.t Chartists crossi11g the 
Thames1 a cle,ar indication. of goven1ment 

preparedness and wilfu1gness to use force. 

Use context to make judgements 

Start by establishing the gen.e·ral cont,ext of the 
source: 

- Ask yourself, wha.t was going on at the tirne 

when the source was written, or the thne of the 
events descnbed in the source? 

- W11at are the key debates that the source might 

be contribu.ti11g to? 

• Next,. look for key '\-Votds ai1.d phrases that 
establish the specjfic context. Does the source 
refer to specific people,. events or books that 1night 
be important? 

Make suve your contextualisation focuses on the 

question. 
• Use the context when evaluating the usefu]ness 

and lhnitations of the source. 

For exatnpl1e: 

Tt1ts text is vCi LuCi ~Le,. as Ci ftrst-hC4,VLOi source,, for 
rtve~lLvt.g tvie l'U.tt'1o(is use~ br:, the goveVV\...VLA..e""-t to 

co~troL tke ct.i £t rtists. rt ,AJ~ s writte~ ~ few t1 eel rs 
a·fcer tl1 e ev evu:s Lt ~es en.bes b t1 a ~~ ~ we tt1 ~ trect 

ex-perte""'ce of ,c h c:1 n:Lst vv...eett"'gs. Fu rt11e YVIA..ore, 
c;~~l-vl~9e wces LVl.. ke ctlptt-ctt t1t tne ti~e of lite 
~tl~g DV'I.. Lovt.aoV\.-'s Keltl..ti't1!-'tgtDv ... CoVlA..~D~. 

n, e Q utho r- wnbt-S of t11 e 'PoLice Co ~VLA..lss toL-t.er' s 
'Letter' Wfl f..c VI was reil G( o l.(t Cft tv, e C~ ~ ms·t 
co"'ve ~to Vlv, wr1 tel1 cLe~ rL r, s ta te.s. tlti at tne 
1pYOU$$LOl'l to 'P~ rl. ~ Vvltl>tt WO l,{Ld 0 .V\, ~ &t C,C,OU~ be 
CfLLowed'. 11,~s sliiows tlie f~rvtA.. st~vtci t~iu,tA. bt1 t11e 
goveMVbA..eVl..t, ~ Ltl1oug t-1 we ctl vi..Mt teLt wV1etl1e~ tl1~ 

a1 tises out of f Mr of c. ~ J ll rw..evi t.-VL,S u wectio Vi,' or Mt. 

Later .. wnen. tke 1c-tlYYtage 1 c~ rrt,tl,'\..g tl1e -pet~tw~ 
're~cnecl tvte COVIA..V\"4..0rA/., tne govervwu.evtt s~owed .. 
ag~t~ t1iroug!ti ·tke 'C.on.iWi..tss~olt\..er of P0Lt.e.e 1

; t~at 
Lt was betv,..g VtA..ocierate L~ ~Llowt~ the VL"4..eetL""0 to 
go ~ ~e~d,. 1~ltl1ougn tkLs s.ta~ce ~ould also ~ rtse out 
of fe~ r of tl-te co~eq ue~es Lf U: kct et b ~ Vvvi..t~ t.-ie 
v\.~.etti~9. Nevert,l1eLess, tl--le goverV1,.,mttn.t w~s Aga~Vl. 

SOl.<Vt..e;iLvi.,g re.sola.<.te LIA- tts oteterVVwt"'Ch.WV\.. to preve.11\.t 
ttte proce.ssw,e,,,... got"-0 to 'P,~ru.a~e·~. Fl-<rtvtet'l'l.Wre, 
tt1e g overV\Jl1A.e vtt s e.eme~ tn be ~ v-t<l ec;t ~VL-g [ts pawe Y 

Lll\. sttftL~ tli,at it wouLcf use tvie 1
~Vt-$

1 ~t lts 
v{~s,=,osat; w!tiLcn ~V\..CLuctec:t severtft thous~ vUit troops, 

t:i'S welL ~s 'PoLtce. ~L'\.d teVl-S of t~ousa vi...cis. of spec.~ t 
COII\St~ bleS, to °?Ye\/e""-t StA.C~ &! prooess(ovi.,. 

Later we re.lt~ tl1llt tV1e -poLtc.e. "guaroied t\.ie bridges1 

Ci "'r;.( 'LA.Seo{ tt1eCr staves, oftevt. vlt.t~ verfj ll.ttLe 

vv...oc:(ertltt.OV\-1
, to prevel-'\.t tt1e c~cotLsts cross~tti..g tt1e 

brt~ges over t~e 11,aV\r{.es. Th~s suggests a r1Lg,lt1 level 
af pYtp~recf V1£SS i:t~d wULfa~ v,.,ess to use force DVL. tke 
f ~ rt of d1 e ~ U tno r-lttes.. 
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Tfle w...e-asLA.red, Lc.rg.eltt factl.<.c.i L., C-fc.eow.11\.t of t¥\ts 
.s.ource sugg,ests tl1cet L't:: ts, eveVLrJ4al>'\devi al'\.c:f reLl~ble 
c;fesptte t~e referel-t.Ce to tvte -poL(ce's use of 'vert1 tLttl.t 
t1r1...oder~ttoll\..1

1 Wttt.OVl is t-u1\,cfolAbtediLt, a 111v optvil.o~ .. 
~Ltviougk lt mL"-i't) nave bee~ bcesevt ovi.. wt.1e1t t~e 
aut vior s&PH. 

This passage 1nak.1es reference to details in the source 
to reveal the ·methods used by the government, 

showing that the passage is of considerable use 
for this e t1quiry. Significantly,, in order to do ,,vell i:t 
wouldl also have to dea] with the other enquiry: the 
value of the source for rev1ealing the attitudes of the 
Chartists to the govenu11ent. 
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Essay guidance {1} 
Paper 3 Section B 

To get a high ,grade in S1ection B of Paper 3 your essay 

must contain four ess.ential qua]ities: 

• focused analysis 

relevant de tail 

• supported jrudge1nent 
• organisation, coherence and clarity. 

This section focuses on the foHowi.ng aspects of exa1n 
technique: 

• The nature of the question. 
Plartningyour answer, including writing a focused 
introduction.. 

• Deployn,g relevant detail. 

• Writing analytically. 

• Reaching a supported judge1nent. 

The nature of the question 

Section B questions a.re desigi1ed to test the depth 

of your historical k.110\vledge. Therefore, they can 
focus on relatively short periods, or single events. 
Moreover, they can focus on different historical 

processes or 'conceptsF. These include: 

_ cause 
• consequence 
• change and continuity 
• sitnilarity and differences 
• significance. 

Thes,e different question focuses will require sHghtly 
different approaches: 

1 To V!J1hat extent was hung1er the 
cause oof popular radlcafism from, 
1790 to 181'9"? 

2 1Far rrom harming the cause of 
votes for womren, ~he WSPU had, 
by 19'14, made it ~nto one of the 
most i1mportant potit~cal issues of 
th,e day. 1 H,ow far do you agree 
with this statem.ent? 

3 ·inept le.ad,ership characterised 
the I e.adersh~ p of the radical 
reformers from1 1790 to 1,819 .and 
of the Chartijsts 'from 1837 to 
1848., To what extent do you 
agree with ~h ns statement? 

4 1A successful campaign requ~res 
effective leadership.; To what 
extent does th~s expla tn the 
success of the campaign for the 
repeal of the Contagr,ous 
Diseases Acts in 1888 and ·~he 
faUure of the Women's Sociar and 
PoHtical Union to obtain vo,tes for 
women by 1914? 

5 'The report of the Samuel 
Commilssion of 1926 was the 
m,o st ,sign1if~cant development in 
the events from 11920 to 1926 that 
II e d to the outbreak of u, e 
General Strike.' How far do you 
agiree with th ~s statement? 

S01ne questions include a 'stat1ed factor'. A co1nmo11 
type of stated factor question would ask how far one 

fac tor caused something. For ,example.,. for question 1 
in the table, 'To what extent was hunger the cause of 

popular radicalism from 1790 to 1819?F, you would 

be expected to evaluate the importance of 'hunger as 
the cause of popular radicalism' - the 'stated factor' -
co1npared to other factors. 
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Planni·ngyour answer 
It is crucial that you understand the focus of the 
question. Theriefore, read the question carefully 

before you start planndng. Check the following: 

• The chronological focus: which years should your 
essay deal ,,vi t h? 

• The topic focus: \ivhat aspect of your course does 

the question deal with? 
The ,conceptual focus: is this a causes, 
consequenc,es, change/continuity, similarity/ 
differrence or significance question? 

For exampleF for question 5 in the table on page 155 

you coutd point these out as follo'\ivs: 

'The report of the Samuel Commission of 1926[ ] 
was the most significant development in the 
events[2] from 1920 to 1926[3] that led to the 
outbreak of the General Strike[4].' How far do you 
agree with this statement? 

1 Topic focus: the Samuel Co1mmission. 
2 Conceptual focus: s,,gnificancel specif icaUy in the 

events tead ing to the General Strike. 
3 Chronolog~cal ·focus: 1920-6. 
4 Topic focus: the outbreaik of ~e Generat Strike. 

Your plan should reflect the task that you .hav,e 

been set. Section Basks you to write an ana]ytical, 
coherent and well-structured essay fro1n your own 

knowledge, which reaches a supported conchtsion in 
around .40 minuties: 

To ensure that your ,essay is 1coherent and 
w,eU structured,. it should co1nprise a series of 

paragraphs, each focusing on a different point. 
• Your paragraphs should come in a logical order. 

For 1example1 you could write your paragraphs in 
order of iniportance, so you begin \Vith th.e most 

important issues and end \vith the least iinportant. 

• In essays "vhere the.re is a ·'stated fa.ctor1
, it is a 

good idea. to sta.rt with the stated factor before 

moving on to the other points. 

To mak,e sure you keep to tit11e, you should 

aitn to write thre,e or four paragraphs plus an 
introduction and a conclusion. 
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The opening paragraph 
The opening paragraph should do four main thh1gs: 

ansvver the question directly 

set out your essential argun1ent 

• outHne the factors or issues that you will discuss 
• define key tenns used ii.rt the question -where 

necessary. 

Different questions require you to define differ,ent 

t1 rms, for exatnple: 

~ successful campaign requires effective leadership.' 
To what ex1ent does this explain the success of the 
campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts in 1886 and the failure of the Women's Social 
and Political Union to obtain votes for women by 
1914,? 

Here, it is worth explaining what you think 'effective 

leadership' consists of. 

To what extent do you agree with the view that 
Chartism was primarily the product of economic 
depression in the years from 1837 to 1848? 

In this ,exainple, it is worth explaining ,vhat you 
m,ean by 'econ01ni1c depression'. 

H ere is an example in tr-oduction in ans,wer to 

question 4 in the table on page 155: 

1\ successful campaign requires effective leadership.' 
To what extent does this explain the success of the 
campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts in 1886 and the failure of the Women's Social 
and Political Union to obtain votes for women by 
1914? 

sff ective Leet cle rs ~ ip wets u~ oubted L ~ a Vlo\.Clj or 
fC!c or tLJt. tltle su..c.ce.ss of t l-ie cet Vvt'f)~~ V\.. for repetll 
of l.ne Cot!\.'.t~gu>us "Dtseet$ts Acts, wkLLe fl.~wed 
l ellclers"1t-p covi..tribute~ to tf\e ftA u.ure of tl'le WoVLA..e~'s 
Soc.L-ei L a~ T>oLLtLcc.L vtv,.,to~ (WS'PlA..) b~ 1:5+:r..1- [ ] . 
rvie LeacierskL-p of tlrle fot1'\A..er wiis, l t~e tvi~t of t ke 
WSPvt.. ~ !1 vi..t1 V1,t(c ~BA..c;f ri~ttilt, coVvtl'lA.ittect H-owever, 
u~Li.R,e tvie WS'Pl.tl, [t ViA..~t~~t~cl wtdespre£Ad 
s1..<:pport ri.g l-'tt up u~ti.l t 1',e ~ .~V\.\: ~t acviteved 
lts. o l?j ect1ve [2] . 'E.~ coi'\.treis I tke Let:1 c:t ers v, t ~ of tke 
W .S'Pl-t. wh~ie t""ttla LLk:J t1tl\/l.lJ\,g ~ vi.. ell\,ev-g ~s~~ effect 
O""- tliie ct:tvt,cpe1Lgvt. for votes for wovu.ev\., llYoved to ~e 
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d~vtstve, espectall!:j Lv,., tke t,evirs, fro,V\tt ~:1.2 to '1_:}1.-+, 
~M tkus vtlte~te,o( ~tlvi.,rj of Lts su-p~o~._ers ~vtd 
~cJe tvie govenAVvte~t tess lt~el~ to cotl\.-Cec:{e votes 
f DY WO mf l/1.,[3]. 

1 The essay starts with a clear locus on the questiron. 
2 Th~s s.entence high~ights characteristics of ·effective 

leadership which were shared by both movements 
and then, cruc~ally, idenUfres one characteristjc, 
the abmty to maintain support untill success 
was achieved) which only the lead·ership of one 
1movement managed. 

3 To~s s,entence identifies two character~st,cs of 
·,effective feadership' and shows haw one was 
lacking in the years 1912-14 and thus contributed to 
the failure of the WSPU. 

The opening paragraph: advice 

Don't write more than a couple of sentences on 

general back.ground knowl,edge. This is unlikely to 

focus explicitly on the question. 
• After defining key ter1ns, refer ba.ick to these 

definitjons when justifying your cone lusion .. 

• The introduction. should reflect the rest of 

the essay~ Don-'t 1nake one argun1e11t in your 

introduction and then make a different ar-gun1ent 
in the essay. 

Deploying relevant detail 

Paper 3 tests the depth of your historical knowledge. 
Therefore., you ·will need to deploy historical detail. In 

the main body of your essay your paragraphs should 
begin with a clear point, be full of relevant detail 
and end with explanation or evaluation. A detailed 

answer tnight include statistics, proper names, 
dates and technica] tenns. For example, if you were 
writing a paragraph about the divisive leadership of 

the WSPU in the years 1912-14, you might refer to 

the expulsion fro1n the organisation, by Christabel 
Pankhurst,. of Frederick and Etnm,eline Pethwick­
Lawr,ence. 

Writing analytically 
The qr11ality of your analysis js one of the key factors 
that determines the mark you achieve. Writing 

analyti,caUy 1neans clearly sl~owing the relationships 

between the ideas in your es.say. A11a]ysis includes 
two key skills: explanation and ,evaluation. 

Explanation 

Explanation 1neans giving reasons. An explanatory 
sentence has thr,ee parts: 

• a claim: a statetnent that so1nething is true or false 

• a reason: a stateinent that justifies the claim 
a relationship: a word or phrase that shows the 

relationship betwe,en the ,clai.tn and the reason. 

Imagine that you are answering question 1 in the 
table on page 155: 

To what extent was hunger the cause of popular 
radical ism from 1790 to 1 a 19? 

Your paragraph on hunger as the cause of popular 

radicalism should start with a clear point, which 
would be supported by a series of exan1p],es. You 

would then tound off the paragraph with some 
explanation: 

Therefore,. tiu~er WllS O""-'e cause of-papuL€4r­
ra~tc~Lts~ frotu. 1.730 to :L81.._3 [1] bec.Cfu.se tt was 

t~ tt:~s of greettest ~u""'ger a""'c. v,~ rdsl1frp that: tke 
ra:~tc-~L VLA..0)/eVLA..evi..t erttracted wtcfes-prt~~., geV\.uLli\.tlt1 
-popu.l~r, su:p-port[2], tl1us sugq,estt~ t~u~t ltiu1A-q,er 
w~s a stg~~ftc.aVtt cc, l,(se[3]. 

1 Claim1. 
2 Supporbng examp~es. 
3 Reason. 

Make sure of the following: 

The reason you give genuinely justifies the clahn 
you have 1nade. 

Your explanation is focused on the question. 
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Reaching a supported judgement 
Your essay should reach a. support1ed judgetn,ent. 
The obvious place to do this is in the conclusion of 

your essay. Even so, fl1e judgetnent should reflect 

the findings of your essay. The conclusion should 
present: 

a clear judgem,ent that answers the question 

• an evaluation of the evidence that supports the 

judgen1e11t. 

Finall)~ the evaluation should reflect valid criteria. 

Evaluation and criteria 
Evaluation n1eans w,eighing up to reach a judgement. 
Therefore, ,evaluation. requires you to= 

sutrunarise both sides of the is sue 

• reach a conclusion tl1at reflects the proper weight 

of both sides. 

So, for question 1 in the table on page 155: 

To what extent was hunger the cause of popular 
radicalism from 1790 to 1819? 

the conclusion might look Hke this: 

r"" co'1tc LU$ [o v,..,.. Cl Ltl1 oug 11 l1 u vt.g er w~ s Cl ~ j or 
uV'vdertt1i~ cetvlSe of popular ra~lc.~U.s~ .. tt was 
tl1e beLlef th~t ~etter U.vL""0 c.o~c~Jtt.0v1.S, e1 ~ t\1us 

tl1e ~LtevL&i.tt-o"" of nuvtger, colA.Ld ovtl.t;1 be LV\itprovect 
b~ r~c:H,c~ L refor~ t1i~t ge~r~tev< vu.ttss SU'f"?Ort 

for tvie ~ovevtA..evtl:[1 ]. It ts uvi..doubte~lkj tv,e cctse 
tl1~t YadleatLsJ1A.. ~ttr.~cted ~ ost s11rpport Lvi.. tt~es 
of ecovi..o~lc ntfr1:ts~ C-p[2]; £!,.-(CV! ~s;, tll\. :1.:;.>:1.~-:1..:r-,. a""ct 
tl1c.t st-rp-port WC4 vi..eol wneVt- co~ttto.VLS iVLA..proved;, as 
tVv tne etl r'tt] 1.S'2os. Hu~er a ltvd vict retSt1tp ~eL-ped 
to tVl-tL.St VLA..aSS sl,{·p-port[3]. However .. t"' the 1-7:3os .. 
~t was tine Frtvi..6¥1 R.evotutiovi.,, ~""-'d -pcotic.tA.L~ rt~ 

the WYtttvi..gs of TOVLA.. Patvi..e, liWt t1lA.J1~ev-, tkat 
fueUeO( pof Li<l'1 r rerctLc.t1 Llsv\A!.. T~ei-i.r,. ~LI!., tne t1e~ rs 
fro~ 1~5to 1~.3, ft w~s the beLtef tri~t 'class 
legtsL~tlov\/ ~1M 11~ rsk t~x.at[.olt\.. c.ol/l..tritH.{tecf to tl-ie 
ntA.vi..ger experle~evi b~ tne vt.tetsses ~ Vi.,~ could OPA-Lt, 

be velt.eved bl:j rcrdLcoil -p~rt.Let lt\,l,eiA.ttt rtl refon,vt t hC{t 
-provL~ed w(Gfes-precuii .. popult1r support for tt,, e r'1dLcttL 
VlttoVeVvte~t. H1,o•\,0tr tVl.crec.isec:( t~e t~te""stt~ of 
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-popuLa r Cl g ttettw ~ Q l'\.,~ ~ tdevl tv, e rad [.c~ L ref o rV1A.ers 
t~ wt""tl'v~VLg SlA.'f'f\Ort but tf: w~s tke belf.lf ~~ tke 
ll1'l-porttu4c-e ~ ~ "Poss~bttit~ of en~ ~t~g tvie 
-pol[tr.et1t StjStevi.t t~~t-provLded tvie bac-~boVL-e of 
rcpu~Cf r radtcaLtsw.r[ 4] . 

1 The cooci us ion starts with1 a cl,ear Judgement that 
answers the question. 

2 Thils sentence begins the process of weighing up ttle 
importance of the stated factor, that is, ~hunge(. 
The conciusion summarises the i1mportance of 
hunger in recrumng mass support for radicaiisrm. 

4 The essay ends with a final judgement that is 
supported by the evidence of the .essay. 

Tl1e judgeinent is support1ed in part by evaluating the 

evidence, and in part by linking it to valid criteria. 
In this case, one such crite·rion is the distinction 
between the role of hunger in agitating the masses 
and the illnportance of enlisting popular support for 

an esse11tiaHy political movement. 
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Essay guidance (2) 
Paper 3 Section C 

Se,ction C is similar in tnany ways to Section B. 

Th.erefore, you need the san1e essential skins in order 
to get a high gr,ade: 

focused analysis 

• relevant detail 
• supported judgement 

organisation, coherenc,e and ,clarity. 

Nonetheless, there are son1e differences in tertns 

of the style of the ·question and the approach to the 
question in Sections Band C. Therefore, this section 
focuses on the following aspects of exa1n t,echnique: 

• The nature of the question. 

• Planning your answer. 
• Advice for Section C. 

The nature of the question 

Section C questions focus on the two themes in 
br,eadth: 

• Re.form of Pa rlia 1nen.t. 
Cha11ging u1fluences in Parliament : the impact of 

parliamentary refon:n. 

Questions can address either theme or both the1nes. 
There aiie two questions in Section C, of which you 

must answer one. However, you af'e not guaranteed 
a question on both themes, therefor,e you have to 

prepare for questions on both of the themes. 

Se,ction C questions are designed to test the breadth 

of your historical knowledge and your ability to 

analyse change over thne. Therefore, questions will 
focus on 1011,g periods, of no less than 100 years. 

Section C questions have a vari,ety of forms but they 
have one of two essential foci. They will focus on 
eith.er: 

• the causes of ch ange: for example, the factors, 

forc,es. or h1djviduals that led to change 

or 

• the nature of change: the ways in which things 

changed. 

Significantly, the exam paper may contain h"7'o 
causes of change questions or tvvo nature of change 

questions: you are not guarante,ed one of each. 

Fi11alli questions can focus on differei1t aspects of 
change over titn,e: 

• Co1nparative quest1ons: ask you to assess the 

extent of change and conth1uity of an aspect of the 

period. 
Patterns of di.a. nge questions: ask you to assess 
differences 111 terms of the rate, extent or 
significance of change at different points in the 

chronology. 

• Turning point questions: ask you to assess \'Vhich 
changes w,ere more significant. 

lln the years 1815-1928, 'the reform 
of parliamentary represent.anon was 
driven prim,arUy by pressure from 
those excluded from the rranchise. 1 

How far dlo you a g1ree wi1th this 
stateim,ent? 

How accurate is ~t to say ~hat there 
was a continuously changing 
dleve~opment in the relationship 
between the House of Commons and 
the House of Lo:rds in the years 
1181~1928? 

To what extent was the second 
Representation of the· Peopl,e 
(Reform1) Act 1867 the lkey turn,ng 
point ~n the development of politica~ 
parties in the years 1790--19'.28? 
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Planni·ngyour answer 
It is crucial that you understand the focus of 
the questJon in. order to make an effective plan. 

Therefore, read the question carefully before you 

start planning. Different questions r,equire a dif£erent 
approach. Here are suggestions about how to tackle 

some of the common types of q11estion: 

'In the years 181.5-1928, the reform of parliamentary 
representation was driven primarily by pressure from 
·those excluded from the franchise.• How far do you 
agree with this statement? 

This is a comparative question ,,vhich focuses on the 

causes of change. In this case you should examine 
the significance of 'pressure fron1 those excluded 
from the franchise', the stated factor,. and compar-e it 

to other possible causes of change. 

How accurate is it to say that there was a 
continuously cha.nging development. in the 
relationship between the House of Commons and 
the House of Lords in the years 1815-1928? 

This is a patten1s of change question which focuses 

on the nature of change. Here, you should examin e 

the patten, of the develop1nent in the relationship 
b 1etween the House of Co1nmons and the House of 
Lords in the period 1815-1928. You should consider 

how far develop1ne.nt took place at an even rate, as 

opposed to developing in fits and starts. 

To what extent was the second Representation of 
the People (Reform) Act 1867 the key turning point 
in the development of political parties in the years 
1790-1928? 

This is a turni11g _point question which focuses on 
the nature of change. Thereforef you should exa1nine 
the significance of the stat1ed tun1ing point, and 

,co1npate it to two or three other tun1in.g points fr01n 
the period 1790-1928. Sign.ificantly, you should 11ot 

just .focus. on the impact of the second Representation 

of the People (Reform) .Act; you must COiillsider 
other possible turning points. Additionally, whe11 
considerirtg how far an event ,¥as a turning point you 
1nust consider both the changes it caused and the 
ways in ,vhich things stayed the saine. 

Study guide~ Edexcel 

Advice for Section C 
In 1nany vvays a Section C essay should display 
the same skills as a Section B essay (see page 155). 

However, Section C ,essays focus on a 1nuch Longer 
period than Se.ction B ,essays and this has an ilnpact 
on how you approach the1n. 

The most important difference concerns the 

cl1:ronology. In order to answer a Section C question 

properly you must address the whol.e chronology, 
·in this ,cas,e the period 1790-1928. In practice, this 
means choosi11g examples. from across the whole 

range of the period. Specificall)~ it is a good idea to 

have ,exampl,es. frorn the earl) part of the period, the 

middle of th period and the end of th,e period. For 
examp]e, consider the following question: 

To what extent was the second Representation of 
the People (Reform) Act 1867 the key turning point 
in the development of political parties in the years 
1790-1Q28? 

The question states a possible tumin.g point from 

1867 -the 1niddle of the period. Ther,eforef if you are 
considering other possible turning points you should 

choose one frotn the earJy part of the chronology, 
such as 1832, and one or two frotn the lat,er part,. 

such as 1884- 5 and 1918, to make sure you cover the 

whole period. 

EquaU)~ if yot1 are deaJing with the question: 

How accurate is it to say tha1 there was a 
continuously changing development in the 
relationship between the House of Commons and 
the Mouse of Lords in the years 1815- 1928? 

you should analyse periods of little or no chang,e 
jn the relationship as well as examples/periods of 

significant change (such as 1911) throughout the 
whole period in order to 1explain whether there 

wa.s a continuously changing develop:tnent in the 
:relationship. In so doing, you would be addr,essing 

·the fu]l chronological range of the question. 



Glossary of terms 
Act of Catholic Emancipation An Act of Parlliaim1ent 
aUowing Roman Catholics the right to become· MPs or 
to hold other pubHc office. 

Agents provocateurs M.en employed by the 
government whose job was to jnfilltrate radical groups 

a,nd prov,oke them1 into taking actions wh ich wou~d 
~ead to their arrest. 

Ari·stocracy The nobles., o,r peers., who inhe1dted 
!landed tit,es which gav,e them the right to s.it iln the 
Hous,e of Lords. 

Bill A proposaill f:or a1 ne·w law which, if pas.s.ed, 
beieomes an Act of P;adia1m1ent. 

Birmingham P·olltical Union (BPU} F01rmed in 1830 by 
Thomas Attwood, a banker from1 Birmijngham, in order 
to ca1mpa1ign for pa1rlliamentary reform. It attracted 
middle- and workingeclass ·support although Attwnod 

did not believe in universal suffrage. 

Capital ,offence A crime which carried the death 
penai!ty. 

Caucus A term origina1t~ng in the USA to, mean a 

group or meeting of mem1be,rs of a poUtk:a, party. 

'Class le·,gislation' Law or laws passed to favour one 

particula1r da·ss., in this ca1·se the landed d.ass. 

Coalition gove-rn men.t Giove r 11 m,ent made up ,of 

mem1bers of more than one party. 

Compulsory arbitration Enforced setUement of a 
djspute by ai judge. 

Conservative This term ,came into use .at the t~mre ,of 

the Tamworth Manifesto when Peel promised that he 
would conserve the nation's institutions. Neverthelless, 
the term 'Tory' continu,ed to be used as weU. 

Corn laws laws which imposed tariffs, or import 
duties, on foreign wheat. In fact, the import of wheat 
w,a s banned until the price of British wheat reached 
80 shmings (£4) a quarter (about 13 kg}. 

Crimean Wair A war, 1854- 6, in which Britain and 
Fr.a nee fought Russia1. 

Cross-p,arty Involving two or more politka I pairt ~es. 

'Days of May' The tense days in eairly Maiy 1832 when 
the kijng refused to iereatre new p,e,e,r,s, Welll ington tried 
to form a gov1ernment, some huge dem,,onstrat,o,ns, 
were helld and there was even ta~k of armed conflk:t. 

Declaration of the Rights, of Man A docum1ent 
outhning the rights of citiz,ens in France. 

Deferential Showing respect for pe1ople, in this caise 
for those of a i higher' dass. 

Dire.et and indirect taxes Direct taxes, Uke income 

tax. were paid directly to the Staite. Indirect taxes. 
w,ere paid on goods as pa1rt of the price paid when 
purcha.sing those goods. 

Disenfranchi,se Deny the right to a seat in ParUament. 

Evanselical Christians Chriistians who beUeved that 
God ,caHed on them1 to do1 good, for ,e,xa1mpl,e for sodall 
and mora1I im1provement. 

French Rev1olution A s.er~es of events, starting in 
1789, which lied to the fal l of the monarrehy and of the 
aristocracy in France. 

Ci,e,ne,r.al strike Sev,erall uni,ons com~ng out on strike 
together. 

Habe·as corpus A Latin phrase meaning 1you have 
tbe body'. The law of habeas corpus said that anyone 
arrested had to be cha1rged with an offenc,e a1nd 
brought before a court. The government resorted to 

the suspensilon of habeas corpus agarin, in 1817. 

Hampd'en Club This was named after John Hampden, 
a hars,h critic of the king's goviernment at the sta1rt of 
the .c: ivU war iln the seventeenth c,entury. 

Independent labo,ur Party OLP) A political party 
founded in 1893 to promote working-class interests.. 

Labour· Representation Committee (lRC) A body 
formed to improve the Uves of working people· through 
parliamentary action. It llater became the labour Party. 

Lichfield House Compact A meeting ,of Whigs> 
Radkalis .and Irish MPs held at the house of Lordi 

Lichfield in February 1834. They agreed to form an 
al lliance to defeat Peers Conservative gov,ernment. 
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Lobbyi11,9 An organis.edl attempt by people, with a 
sped all interestt to ~nflluence llawma kers, for example by 
putting pres·sure on MPs. 

London Corresponding Society {LCS) Set up to 
campaign for man hood suffrage and to corre·spond 
(wr~tre to and make Unlks) w~th other reforming groups. 

Manhood suffrage The right to vote for allll adlu~t men. 

Militancy The aictiv,e championing of a cause or 

belief, sometimes w~th the 1Jse of foriee. 

National Charter A·ssociation (NCA) A naitionall, 
poUtka I organisation. It set up branches across 
Britain and members paidl subscriptions to join. Many 
hi:stor,ans see it as the first indep,endent, working-class 
poiiti,cal party, a forerunner of the Labour Party. 

Nationalisation Taking ~nto publk ownership 
(government controi}. 

Nominee Someone who is put forwa1rd foir ellection. 
Over 200 MPs were nominated by an aristocratic 
patron who sat in the Lords. In other words, miemlbers 
of the House of Lords had huge control over the 
comipositiron of the Hous,e ofCom1mons. 

Nonconformists Peopte· who were Protestants but 
not members of the Church of England. Examples wer,e 
Baptists, Qua1kers, Presbyt,eria ns and Methodists. 

'Out of doors' Political activity beyond Parliaim1ent, 
for example; .agitation ·out of doors' me.ant agitation in 
the country as. a whole. 

Patronage The practk:e of appoirnting people to 
government positions irn order to secure their polliticail 

support. 

P,eelites The name given to Cons,ervatirves who 
supported Peell over the repea ~ of the Corn La1ws. 

Pocket borough A borough constituency that was 1n 
the control; hence the pocket, ,of a part,culair patron, 
usuaUy a large landowner. The majority w,ere ieontroUed 
by Tories. 

Political unions Popufa1r organisations created to 
campaign for reform of Pa1rliament. 

P1ol ling station A pi aice where you go to vote. 

Private member's biU A parliamentary lbi!U put 
forward by an individua II MP. 

Protest, Agitation and Partiam,entary Reform in Britain 1780-1928 

Radical 1Radix' ~s. Latin word for ~root'; hence radical 
ref:orm is fundaimental reform - from the roots. 

'Red Clydeside" R,ed is the collour ass,odat,ed with 
radic.at left-wing politics, which characterised Glasgow, 
particu~ady the areas on the River Clyde, at this time. 

Regent The futur,e king, George IV. 

Rescue wo,rkers People who c.ared for prostitutes or 
ifail len women' as they were c:aUed in Victorian tim1e-s. 

Residuum UteraUy something i,eft behind, the 
res~due. 

Revolutionary Russia In October 1917, Russia1n 
Comm1unist revolutionaries had taken power under 

Lenin and then caUedl on workers everywhere to do the 
.same· and ov,erthrow the·ijr governments. 

Rotten boro.u,gh A borough with few or no 
constjtuents yet which returned at l,eas.t one MP to 

Parl~am,ent. 

Rough-sharpenine Sharpen ing swords ~n such a way 
that they would ilnflkt 'a ragged wound', one more 
~ikely to fester and cause slow death. 

Secret ballot Caisting a vote in secret, ais. 1s done 
today. 

Seditious Using la1nguage encouragilng rebel II ion 
against the State. 

Socialist One who advocates State control of parts of 
the ,economy and g1r,eater s.oda1l ,equallity. 

Staple industries The industries on which Britain''S 
economic strength hard tradirtionally been based, for 
exa mpie coa l, 11ron, shipbuUd11ng and textiles. 

Suburbs, Area,s of mostly m1iddl,e-da1ss, resident ial! 

housing on the outskirts of cities. Living in the suburbs., 

while working in the urban areasr was m1ade po,ssible 
by the development of th,e ra1jflwa1ys. 

Suffragettes Womien who sought the vote using 
m1ore co,nfronta1tionai., sometimes, violent, means. Th,e 
term was first used by a journai liist iin the ,Daily Mail. 

Suffragists Wom1ien who sought the vote usrlng 
peaceful means. 

Tamworth Manifesto A letter, addressed to Robert 

Peers Tamworth constituents in 1846, in whkh he set 



Glossary of terms 

out to show that the Tories were willing to accept and 
in it ia te reform. 

Trades Union Congress (TUC) The body created in 

1868 to represent the unions eioUectivelly. 

Transported Sent to a pen.all colony, often Australia. 

Ulster Unionists Members of a,n organis.at1on that 

wanted the province of Uts.ter, in lreia,nd~ to, remain 

British. They threatened to rebel when the liberal 
government p1lainned to give sellf-government to 
lre~a,nd. 

Univers-al suffrage The vo,te for a II peoph:?. In practic,e, 

at this time, it meant for all men {ma1nhood suffrage),. 

Venereal diseaise Sexua l~y transmitted diseaise. 

Victorian Britain Britain during Queen Victodai's reign 
from1 1837 to 1901. 

War of American Independence This l.asted fro1m 

1776 to 1783 and ended with Britain recognising 
the· indep,endence of th11e coll on ie·s which became th,e 
United States of Am,erica. 

Women's Social and Political Union i{WSPU) Founded 

h1 1903 by Em1m·eline Pankhurst to cam1pa~gn for 
votes for wom,en. They were more m:mta nt tha1n the 
suffragists of the NUWSS. 

Workhouse Sometimes known t3S the poorhouse, 
it was the place where those who w,ere too poor or 
unaib~e to look after themiselves had to go for food and 

shelter. 
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Further reading 

General texts 
Hugh Cunningham, Th,e Challenge of Democracy, 
Britain 1832-1918 (Pearson, 2001) 
Chapters 21 5 and 9 are particuiaidy useful on 

parliamentary reform and steps taken; often 
unwittinglyl towards the emergence of dem,ocracy 
Eric Evans,. Th'e Forging of the Modern State, Early 
Industrial Britain, 1783-1870 (Routledge, 2001) 
A reUable, a,cademic textbook study 

Eric Evans, Parliamentary Reform.; c.1770-1918 
(Longman Seminar Studies, 2000) 

An excre~ lent, v,e.ry rreadalbie interpretation ,of the 
development and impact of parliamentary reform over 
the whole period 

Sean Lang, Parliamentary Reform; l78S-l92B 
(Routledge, 1999) 

Comb~nies narr,ative., interpretive essays and sources 

Robert Pearce and Roger Stearn, Govemmentand 
Reform: Britain, 1815-1918 (Hodder & Stoughton. 
1985) 
An explanatory narrative of how Britain becam,e more 

democratic nver the· century covered 

Michael Sc.ott-Bau ma nn, editor, Years of Expansion, 
Btitish History lBlS-1914 (Hodder & Stoughton, 1992) 
An A llevel textbook which covers most of the t,opics 
deallt with in this. book 

Michael Willis,, Democracy and the State, 1830-1945 

(Cambridge University Press, 1999) 

The- fjrst three chapter5, deal with electorall reform and 
its impact on government 

Chapter 1 

M. Cole and D., Hartley, '1832: An Unseen Advance for 

Democracy", Modern History ,Review, November 1997 
This, artklle and the one by f;oster (aibov,e) both exaimrine 
the pre-1832 el,ectorall system 

Eric Evans, Britain before the Reform Act (Routledge, 

2014) 
An examination of Brit~sh poUtics and society befor1e 

1832, it wiU aiiso be useful f0rr Chapter 4 on radical 
p,oHtics 

R~E~ Foster, 'Reflections on the Unreformed Electoral 

System", Modern History Review, September 2000 
This a1rticlle a1nd the one by Cof,e and Ha1rt~ey {below) 
both exam~ne the pre-1832 ellectorai system 

Chapter 2 

M. Brock, The Great Reform, Act (Hutchinson, 1973) 
An exce~~ent, deta1Ued study of the passing of the 
Refiorm A1ct 

John Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 1640- 1832 
(Cambridge University Press, 1972) 
A dassic ,and comprehensjve a1cc,ount; Chapters 9- 11 

are partkulculy relevant 

Eric Evans, The Great Reform'Act of 1832 (Routledge, 
1994) 
Avery accessible .account of the passing of the 1832 Act 

Edward Pearce, Reform! - The Figh,tfor the 1832 
Reform Act (Jonathan Cape, 2003) 

A liivelly, welll-researched account by som1e·one who 
spent 25 yeairs as a commentator on parHamentary 
dlebartes 

Chapter 3 

J. Belchem, Class,. Pa-,ty and the Political System in 
Britain 1867-1914 (Blackwell, 1990) 
Covering the period after 1867., th is book focuses on 
political parties and the historical debG1te ,over their 

development 

Michael Lynch, Lloyd George and the Liberal Diletnma 
(Hodder & Stoughton, 199:i) 
A mixture of nairrative and ana iys,s., written w~th 

students in mind 

Michael Smith, 'Parl'iamentary Reform and the 
Electorate\ in Chris Williams, editor~ A Companion to 
Nlneteenth,-,entury Britain (Blackwel I, 2004) 
A g:ood, ana~ytical 'Survey of the, impact of 
parliamentary reform 

John K.. Walton, The Second Reform, Act (Routledge, 

1999) 
A good, accessible acc0iunt ofth,e passing and impact 

of the Act 



Further reading 

Chapter 4 
J.. Belche m, 'Orator' Hunt:· Henry Hunt and English 

Working Class Radicalism (Breviary Stuff Publications, 
2012) 
An examinaition of Hunt's role in the popu~ar tadica~ 
movement 
H.T. Dickinson, British Radicalism and the French 
Revolution, 1789-1815 (Blackwell, 1985) 
An incJsive analysis, particu~ady useful! on the 1790s 

E .. P. Thompson, The Making· of the English Working 
Closs (Penguin, 2013) 

A provocative and hugely influential book; Chapters 4, 

5., 6 and 15 ,,.He particufarlly recommended for a1 
scholady student 

Chapter 5 

Eric Evans, ~chartism Revisited", History Review, March 

1999, and Miles Taylor, 'Putting the Politics Back into 
Chartism', Modern· History RevieW; Apti'l 1999 
Both of these are stimullating, short artides, 

Edward RoyJe, Chartism (Longman, 1996) 
A survey of the origins andl develi0pm1ent of the 
movement, this book a~so ,examines keytheme··s Uke 

strategy, leadership and lo,cai organisation 

D. Thompson, The Chartlsts: Popular Politics· in the 

ln·dusfrjal Revolution (Temple Smith, 1984). 
A highlly r,egarded book which explores the rores of 
particular group·s w,thin th,e movement 

John K& Walton, Chartism (Routledge,, 1999} 
Focuses on the key themes a1nd analys,es the m.ain 

debates about the m1ovement 

Chapter 6 
Paula Bartley, The Changing Role of Women 1815-1914 
(Hodder & Stoughton, 1996) 
Chapter S sets the issue of prosUtution and the· Acts in 
the wider context 

Lesley A. Hal I, 'Sexuality', in Chris Wil Ha ms, editor, 
A Companion to Nineteenth· ... century Britain (Blackwell, 
2004) 
A useful essay on V~ctorian attitudes 

Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society 
(Cam bridge University Press, 1990) 

Long regarded as the da1ssic .s.tudy on this topic, Pa rt 1 
focuses on prostirtution itself, Part 2 on the campaigns 

for the pas.sing, and the repeaill; of the Contagious 
Diseas.es A·cts 

Chapter 7 

Paula Bartley, Votes for Women (Hodder & Stoughton, 
1998) 
Examines the role 10,f the WSPU in the context of the 
who~e campaign for fem~ie suffrage 

Sandra Stanley Holton, Feminism' and Democracy: 

Wom·en's Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 
1897-1918 (C.ambridge University Press, 1986) 
Examin,es the etho,s of the suffrage movement and the 

ilmpact of the nineteenth-eientury campaign befor,e 
assess.~ng the WSPU 

Martin Pugh, TheMar,h of the Women (Oxford 
U ni'versity Press, 2000) 
Ptirt 3 focuses on the mUiltancy of the WSPU and 
analyses. the reasons fror its. impact as well as for its 
fa~ llure to achieve its goall by 1914 

June Purvis and Sandra Stanley Holton, editors, Votes 
for Women (Routledge, 1999) 
Revirews the historiography and charts the hilst,ory of 

th,e movement in Britain. The ~ntroductory chapter is 

extremely useful!; as. are chapt1ers on the WSPU 

Chapter 8 

Keith Laybourn, A H'istory of British· Trade Unionism 
(Sutton1 1992) 
Puts the ye.ars 1917-27 into wider context. Chapter 5 is 
partiieullarly re levant 

Keith Laybourn, The General Strike of 1926 

(Manchester University Press, 1993) 

A good read, the whole of this short book is highly 
recommended 

Henry Pel ling, A History of Bri'tish Trade Unionism 

(Pelican, 1976) 
Chapter 8 of this very good book dealls with the years 
1914-26 

G.A. Phillips, The General Strike: 'The Politi'a of 
Industrial Conflict (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1976) 
A high,y regarded study by a specialist in the field 
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Index 
Act of ParUament, 'Stages of 19, see 

also individual Acts 
AngUra1n Church., s,ee Church of 

England 
Anti~Poor law campaign 77- 8 
Ar~stocracy 2, 6, 16, 20, 21, 27, 29, 

31, 37, 46, 48r S2, 59-60, 106, 
116 

A,squith, Herbert 55, 121., 122, 126, 
129 

Attwood, Thomas 15, 21, 22~ 23, 
79-81 

Baldwin, Stanley 139, 144, 146 
Ballot Act 44t see also Secret baUots 
Bamford; Sam,uel 66 
B,ev~ni Erne,st 135; 136, 142 
Birmingh;3,m 13, 27, 28 

petition for reform 21 
riots {1839), 82, 90 

Birm~ngham Politi,cal Union (BPU) 
15, 21, 22, 23, 24, 79 

Black Fr~da1y 
coUapse of miners' strike (1921) 

13:9 
violent tr,eatment of suffra,gettes 

,(1910} 122 
Boroughs 4, 5-9, 12- 13, 15, 17, 20, 

26, 27, 32, 41., 44 
franchise 37,. 38, 39, 41, 42, 46-7 
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bo,roughs 
BPU, see Birm~ngham Politi<Cal 

Union 
Bright, John 30 
Br~sto~ 6, 142 

riots 21 
Burgage boroughs 5 
Burke, Edmund {Reflections on the 

Revolution in France) 59 

Butler, Joseph~ne 102, 104-5, 1061 

107, 108, 109 

Car~yie, Thom1as 83 

Cartwright, John 65, 66, se,e also 
Hampden C~ub 

Castller,eagh, Lord 68 
·c€lt and Mouse Act' 123, 125,-61 

127 
CathoUc Emancipation 14, 23, 31 
Cham1bedain, Joseph 43, 47 
Chartism 75- 8, 79- Sa,t 84- 8, 

89-91 
Chart,st Church 85 

Chartist Convention 79~0, 82 
Chart~st la1nd Plan 86 
Child la1bou r 63, 76 
Church o,f Enghu1d 3, 14., 3,0 
Churchm., Winston 52,118, 122, 

Coa1I 

123, 127; 129. 135, 136; 140, 
144 

industry 13,7- 8 
miners 46, 137, 138-41, 146 

Cobbett, Wmiam 65-6; 67, 71 
Conservative Pa1rty 

after 1867 Reform, Act 41 2, 43.t 
44 

and Generai Strjke 139- 40 

and House of Lords 50,, 51 
,and parlia mentairy reform 37-40, 

41, 46, 47, 51-2 
emergence 30-1 
organisational ijmprovements 42 
post-First World War 5 5 
response to Charti,sts 85; 86 
see c1lso Ba1ldwijn, Stanley; 

Ch urchi U~ Winston; Disraeli, 

Benj am,~n; Pankhurst, 
Emme~ine; Tory Party 

Constituencies 4, 5, 6, 8- '9, 16, 27, 
30, 41, 42, 44, 45, .46- 8, 49, Sl, 

54t-67t 79 

Contagious Diseases Acts 97-9 
campaijgn for repe,al 101-9 
se~ CJ/so ladie,s· N:3tiona1:I 

Associa,tion 

Corn Laws 31, 64, 66 

Corpor,aUon lboro,ughs 5 
CouncU of Action 136 
County 

firan,chise 37, 46 

seats 4, 12, 20 
Crime·ain War 97 
Cru1lkshank; 1Ge,org,e 71 

IDaviis,on.t Emily WUding 124-5 
'D,ays of Ma1y' 23- 4 
!Declaration of the, Rights of Man 59 
Democra,cy 12, 15t 31, 42, 46; 47-8, 

49 75 i 

!Derby, lord 37 
!Dickens, Chairles 28 
IDisraeH, B,enjam~n 37-40. 41, 43, 46 

IEd uc:at ~on 28, S4, 6 0, 82, 84-5,, 94, 
101,102, 104,113 

Edward VII 52 
Electora~ system 4-9 

corruption 44-5 
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House of lords· Members 
' 

of ParrUam1ent {MPs); 
Par"a1m,enta ry reform; Voting 
qua Ii fie at ion 

Em,ergency Powers Act 139, 142 
Eva111gelicai~ Christians 97, 104, 105 

Factory Act 76 
Fielden, John 78, 79 
Forty Hours strike 135-6 
France 

effects of end ofw,ar with 62-4 
effects of revoJution on 

cam1paign for H~.form 3, 9, 12; 
58-62 

further revolutions. 14, 15, 87 
1Franchi1se, see Voting qua hfication 
Freeman boroughs S 

Gagging Acts 69, see Six Acts 

Gatton, borough of 5, 6 
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Generali Strike 
conseqiuences 147 
ev1ents leading up tn 137-40 
food convoys 143 
government response 142- 3 

reporting by m1edia1 143-5 
resp,ons,e to .strike caU 141-2 
see also Coa1I 

George m, and appointment/ 
dlism1issal of prime m1inisters 1 

Georg,e IV, opposition to reform 13_. 
14, 5ee also Prince Regent 

George V 
and ParUament BiU 52 
cor,onation 120 

Gladstone, wm iam 36-7; 38, 39; 43; 
44, 45,, 46, 55 

Glasgow 135-6, see also Glasgow 
rent strike 

Glasgow rent strike 13-3 
Garst; John 42 
Grey, Earll 13 

for mied government 14 

recall 24 
reforms 15-16; 20 .. 22-3, 29 
s,ee also Biirminghaim Political 

Union (BPU) 

Habeas corpus 61, i69, 70 
Hampden Club 65; 66 
H,ardlie, Keir 49, 50 
Hardy, Thom1a s (shoem.a1ker and 

radical} 60, 61 
Hartington, Lord 55 

Henderson; Arthur 13 3 
Hetheringtont Henry 77 
Hodgkinson, Grosvenor 39 

House ofComimons 2,. 4, 6, 11, 12J 
14, 15; 17, 18, 19, 21. 29; 37, 48t 
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121, 122, 144, 145 

House of Lords 2, 6, 19, 21, 22-3, 
27 29 46 , I 

reducti 1on in powers 50-1, 52 

Hunt; Henry ·orator' .St 15, 22; 66- 7t 
70J 71, 76, 

Income tax 51, 63, 86 

Independent Labour Party (I LP) 49, 
114-15,135, 

Industrial Revolutiion 2., 9 
Industry 

representation in P,arliament 3, 4, 

8, 11, 12. 17, 26; 27, 28, 29, 42, 
45;48 

rise of urban c,entres .4, 11, 12., 32, 
99 

see also Chartism; Coal; Luddlites; 
M.iddJe ie~ass,es: Politica I dubs: 
Strikes; Trade unions: Working 
classes 

Kenney. Ann~e 118, 127 
Kennington Common 87 

Labour Party 
coaBUon dt1r~ng First World War 

13,3 

formation of 49-50 
impact of 1918 Art 5,4- 5 

see also Hardie, Ke~r; Independent 

Labour P,arty (ILP); Trade 
' un ions 

Labour Representation Comm1ittee 
(LRC} 49-50 

Ladies· Nat iona I As,so,ciati on 102-5, 

see also Butler, Josephine 

Ladies~ Protest 102-4 
Lancash,rre 

,elections 11, 12, 13, 47 

Ha1m1pdlen clubs 66 

introduct~on of pollice force 76 

Luddism 62 
strilk,es 8S 
violence 87 

see also Cobbett, wm iam; 
Peter,oo 

Land Plain {Chartist), 85- 6 
Landowners 2, 3; 6, 8; 12, 15,. 16, 20, 

27-8, 29, 41, 42, 44, 45, 48- 9, 
51, 64, 90 

Libera II Pai rty 
and campaign for repeal of 

Contagiio,us Diseases Acts 
106-9 

,and House of lords 50-1, 52 

and monariehy 55 
and pa rlliamentary reibrm 35- 8~ 

39,46 
co,aHtion during First World War 

133 

effeiet of Labour Party 49, 55 
format ion 31 
organisationa1I improvements 

42- 3 
rellaiUons with Nati1onail Union of 

Women's Suffrage Societies 
118, 119, 12.1- 6, 129 

supporters 106 
vktory in 1868 election 41 
see also BaiUot Act; Chamberlain, 

Joseph; Gladstone, WUlia1m; 
Nationa1l liberal Federation; 
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Lichfield House Co1mpact 31 

Uoyd George,, David 51, 53, SS, 116, 
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Lobbying 102,114, 120 
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London Work ing Men's Association 
(lWMA) 79 

Lovett, WUUam 82, 84, 86 
Luddites, 62-3 

Macau l,ay, Thomas 17-18 

Magistrates 61, 70, 71; 88, 90 
Manhood suffrage 12- 13', 20, 31t 
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Maxton, Jam,es 135, 136 
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redistribution of seats 46- 7 
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backgrounds 28, 42, 48 
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Members of Pairliamient (continued) 
working da1ss 49-50~ 54 
see also Catho,Uc Ema1ncipa1tion; 
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