Sophia Crewe – 1602308

Discuss the impact of the 1867 Reform Act on the nature of politics in Britain. Has its significance been overstated by historians? 

The 1867 Reform Act (Also known as The Representation of the People Act 1867 or The Second Reform Act) is famous for extending the franchise to all men who owned land, or any lodger paying in excess of £10 per year in boroughs (Counties were still governed by the laws of the First Reform Act). This act also served to remove several constituencies and reduced the number of MPs in others.[footnoteRef:3662]. The effects of this act were greatly important in the progress of universal suffrage and its affects cannot be understated. They can however, be overstated. The act is by no means the most influential act of its kind nor does it as an act go to the greatest lengths possible to enfranchise as many individuals as possible.  [3662:  UK Parliament, Second Reform Act 1867 (Date last accessed 15/03/2018) http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/furtherreformacts/ ] 

It could be argued that the 1867 Reform Act was incredibly impactful upon the state of politics in Britain. After this act was passed the electorate grew significantly. Prior to the Second Reform Act, the 1865 election had 854,856 votes total in the United Kingdom[footnoteRef:8986]. This is a moderately small fraction of the population. By contrast the number of votes cast in the 1868 general election was a substantial 2,333,251[footnoteRef:13443]. While this number was still only 8.7% of the national population it was still a substantial increase from the number just three years prior. In this regard the 1867 Reform Act was successful in that it increased the number of eligible voters by over one hundred percent. The expansion of the electorate also meant that the landed gentry who stood in parliament would no longer be able to secure votes simply through bribery and favours to wealthy land owners in their constituency, they would instead have to keep promises to the wider public. This was described by Parry as a 'borough franchise revolution[footnoteRef:1442]'. However, when comparing the 8.7% of the country who were given the franchise in 1867 to the modern level of enfranchisement of 76.1%[footnoteRef:30025] it is possible to see how in terms of political representation this act fell well below the necessary amount for true nationwide political representation. Along with this the restructuring of constituencies and seats that came along with this bill removed several constituencies and halved representation in others. This disproportionately affected middle class ministers and favoured upper class landed gentry[footnoteRef:636]. Another limitation of this act was that it only applied to residents of the boroughs and not to those in counties. This again meant that upper class people living in towns and cities were favoured politically over all others. The political imbalance in the UK was only further cemented by this act. More people may have been given the right to vote but this act only solidified the monopoly the upper class of the UK had on all forms of political representation, both in directly standing as a member of parliament and in voting for their representatives. It could be argued that this act at best didn't sufficiently achieve the goals it set out to, that being increasing working and middle class political representation, and at worst may have decreased the number of members of the middle class with a direct political influence and maintained the hegemony of the landed gentry in Parliament. It could be further argued that this act is limited in its scope because it was intended to win a greater amount of middle class voters for the conservative party as opposed to achieving real radical electoral change. The 1867 Reform Act when taken with all its limitations and flaws is at best a minor piece of legislation. When seen from this angle it is easy to see the Second Reform Act as being overstated as to its influence on the nature of politics in Britain. [8986:  F. W. S. Craig, British Electoral Facts, 1832-1999 (New York; Routledge, 2018) Page 10.]  [13443:  Ibid. Page 11]  [1442:  J. Parry, The Rise and Fall of Liberal Government in Victorian Britain, (London; Yale University Press,1994) Page 221]  [30025:  Office for National Statistics, 2011 Census Data, (Data collected; 27/03/2011, Date last accessed; 20/03/2011) https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/2011census ]  [636:  Brent E. Kinser, The American Civil War in the Shaping of British Democracy (Surrey; Ashgate, 2011)] 

Comparing this act to the 1832 Reform Act its limitations are revealed more starkly. While the 1867 Reform Act extended the franchise and reorganised constituencies this was merely an extension of acts already undertaken in the 1932 Reform Act. The latter act allowed any man who owned a house that costs more than £10 a year to vote and any lodger paying in excess of £50 pounds a year[footnoteRef:2950]. It could be argued the effects of this act were far more drastic than that of the 1867 Reform Act. This seemed to be the opinion of the British populace also as in Berwickshire where shoemakers paraded a banner celebrating the act reading "The battle is won. Britannia's sons are now free"[footnoteRef:14862]. This is reflective of the broader opinion of the middle classes over the passing of this act who felt they have been given political power over their own lives for the first time. Compared with the Second Reform Act the 1832 Act appears much more immediately drastic and influential in changing the nature of politics in Britain

Comparing the 1867 Reform Act to its later Victorian counterpart a similar trend appears. In comparison to the electoral increases presented by the 1867 Reform Act those of the 1884 Reform Act seem greatly more radical. The provisions of the act caused the electorate to increase to an unprecedented 5.5 million, due to its enfranchising policies targeted at the middle class[footnoteRef:7029]. However, the most radical of the policies brought into place by this act was the extension of these laws not only to boroughs, but to counties as well[footnoteRef:30855]. Before this point those living in the counties were still excluded from the level of representation experienced by those living in boroughs. This change was radical, ensuring that every male British citizen with the wealth to do to be was governed by the same electoral laws. While this change would be seen as minor by modern standards when viewed from the standpoint of a British citizenry who had never before been governed by uniform electoral law regardless of location it is a drastic shift. However, this is not to say that this act gave us the modern British electoral system. 40% of men and all women were still unable to access the means by which to politically effect their own lives under this bill[footnoteRef:11154]. While it could be argued this bill is greatly influential on the nature of the British political landscape it is not without its faults. It still doesn't provide universal suffrage for the British public and prevents the majority of people from voting. In comparison to this act the Second Reform Act seems like piecemeal reforms even for its time. The Second Reform Act merely extends the acts of the 1832 reform act while the Third Reform Act creates a fairer and more universal electoral policy. Once again in comparison to the Third Reform Act the 1867 Reform act falls short in scope, intent and influence on the nature of British politics.

Finally, it can be argued that the 1867 Reform Act compares least favourably in terms of political influence with the 1918 Representation of the People Act. Where the 1867 Reform Act was a blind bid for power by a conservative government losing support the 1918 Reform act was the culmination of years of violent protests, riots and sit-ins. While the 1867 Reform Act enfranchised the bare minimum amount of people in order to keep a conservative government in power the 1918 Reform Act enfranchised all men, and women who owned above £5 worth of property above a threshold age (21 for men, 30 for women) in both the boroughs and the counties[footnoteRef:5004]. This act increased the number of voting men to 5.6 million and for the first time allowed a staggering 8.4 million women to participate in democracy[footnoteRef:30478]. The poultry increase of 1.5 million solely in the boroughs brought about by the 1867 Reform Act pales in comparison to the radical new democratic rights brought about by this act. While still limited by its extra rules for franchise qualification for women this act would come to be era defining for British politics. For the first time in the history of British politics women were allowed to have a say on the way their government governed them. To go from a female representation of 0% in 1917 to 40% of the female population being able to cast a vote is an incredible success for democratic government policy[footnoteRef:31422]. The same cannot be said for the 1867 Reform Act which served to only extend the vote among a larger group of entitled middle-class men in the boroughs. Along with this eventful change the 1918 Reform Act was arguably a policy of equal importance, that of introducing the 'First Past the Post' system of voting[footnoteRef:15012]. This system of voting came to differentiate the British electoral model from others in 'Western' countries at the time who were beginning to adopt proportional electoral models. It defined 20th and early 21st century British politics, without this model some of the most influential governments in British history would not have come to power. The vast sweeping changes to not only the British electorate but also to the British electoral system cement the 1918 Reform Act as one of the most influential acts in British political history that came to shape the future of British elections, governments and policy. In contrast to this the 1867 reform act had relatively minor influence save for being a precursor to much more pivotal acts effecting the direction of the British political landscape.

Historian Edward Royle discusses the idea of the borough franchise in 1967 in his work Modern Britain A Social History 1750 – 1985. Royle states 'including within the political nation for the first time most urban working-class heads of households in steady jobs[footnoteRef:31886]'. While Royle acknowledges the effects of the 1867 Second Reform Act, Royle fails to recognise that this is far from being as representative of the populous as future Acts would make it. Although it should be noted that the 1867 Second Reform Act is most certainly a step in the right direction towards achieving representation and true democracy for the masses, it is far from this ultimate goal. The fact that the Second Reform Act only seems to include heads of household with steady jobs means that those who truly need representation more than ever, such as those without steady employment and certain property ownership or rents above £10 means that the 1867 Reform Act should not be credited as a revolutionary Act of Parliament as inferred by Parry, but should be recognised as merely a step in the right direction, albeit the small one that it truly is. The Second Reform Act fails to represent the masses, including those evidently struggling to survive who paid lower rents due to lower incomes, and those who did not own property. These people were the ones who truly needed Parliamentary representation in a system that failed to support them.  [2950:   UK Parliament, Second Reform Act 1867 (Date last accessed 15/03/2018) http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/furtherreformacts/ 
]  [14862:  People's History Museum, Shoemakers' banner, (People's History Museum; Collection highlights, date last accessed 18/03/2018) http://www.phm.org.uk/our-collection/shoemakers-banner/ 
]  [7029:  UK Parliament, Third Reform Act 1884 (Date last accessed 15/03/2018) http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/one-man-one-vote/
]  [30855:  Ibid.]  [11154:  C. Pilkington, The Politics Today Companion to the British Constitution, (Manchester; Manchester University Press, 1999).
]  [5004:  H. L. Smith, The British Women's Suffrage Campaign 1866-1928: Revised 2nd Edition (London; Routledge, 1998)
]  [30478:  Ibid. ]  [31422:  Parliament, Women Get the Vote, (Date last accessed: 18/08/2018). http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/overview/thevote/ ]  [15012:  R. Blackburn, Laying the Foundations of the Modern Voting System: The Representation of the People Act 1918 (First Published 24/01/2011; Date last accessed: 19/03/2018). Accessed via: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1750-0206.2010.00237.x 
]  [31886:  E. Royle, Modern Britain A Social History 1750-1985 (London; Edward Arnold, 1987) Page 125 ] 

The 1867 Reform Act is often held up as one of the most influential acts ever to pass through British Parliament. Parry even referred to the act as a 'borough franchise revolution', holding up the act as a politically radical for those living in the boroughs. However, through comparison to the original and subsequent revisions to the Reform Act it is easy to argue that the Second Reform Act was one of the least influential of its kind. In comparison to the 1832 Reform Act the Second Reform Act doesn't set the same ground-breaking president and merely expands on existing policies set forth in the first. In comparison to the 1884 the Second Reform act seems far too limited in its application only to the boroughs and not to the wider electorate as a whole. Its scope isolates a huge swathe of the electorate from better political representation. Finally, in comparisons to the 1918 Reform Act the 1867 Reform Act seems almost minor. The policies of the Second Reform Act only expanded the electorate by one and a half million men whereas the 1918 Reform Act allowed thirteen million men and women to access political representation for the first time and dramatically changed the electoral system of Britain by instituting 'First Past the Post'. In conclusion when comparing the 1867 Reform Act to its forebears and its future revisions it is hard to argue that this act was particularly impactful on the nature of politics in Britain. Its reforms were minor and flawed and in all aspects its significance is less than the other Reform Acts of the 19th and 20th centuries.
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