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

In this essay I intend on discussing the 1867 Reform Act, examining what it was and what impact it had on the nature of politics in Britain. I will discover what these impacts were, who they affected and if they influenced future decisions. I also intend on combining my research and my analysis of the topic to conclude on whether the significance of the act has been overstated by historians or whether it really was highly significant.
 When considering any kind of reform, whether in matters of large or small scale in importance the one thing that one must remember is that it means there will be some sort of change. When one considers a reform within politics, it will surely workout for better or for worse and have either a very big or a very little effect.  John K. Walton says in his book The Second Reform Act that the 1867 Reform Act was a controversial matter at the time and in his opinion, it has remained a controversial subject ever since. Whether or not this is true I intend on finding out. C. N. Truman in an article on the history learning website suggests that the whole thing came about because of a conflict between Benjamin Disraeli and William Gladstone. That aside, one thing that it does seem to have brought is change to the country, although it was not the first reform act that took place in Britain, the first one took place in the year 1832 as C.N. Truman also tells us. The outcome of the 1867 reform act was much more effective according to Truman and resulted in the increase of electorates, meaning the number of people that would be able to vote during an election. The vote was now extended to the working class as John D. Turner and Wenwen Zhan tell us in a journal article that I read online it “extended the franchise in Britain to the urban and skilled working class”[footnoteRef:1].This would have had a huge impact on the country’s politics and particularly the politicians, what it would also mean is a better representation for the people. Firstly, the increase in electorates would mean that there was a greater number of voters to consider, they needed to be much more in touch with the country’s people and what the people wanted. And there is evidence to support this in the book Democracy and the Vote in British Politics, 1848-1867 by Robert Saunders, he believes that there was a change between government and people relations and a change in “democratic politics”[footnoteRef:2]. The way he puts it in his book is, “For the first time in British history it created a mass, working class electorate, recasting the relationship between Parliament and the people and calling into life the institutions and practices of democratic politics”[footnoteRef:3]. I mean if the people were not happy there would be a possibility of conflict and uprisings against the government, one thing is for sure after reading into this area there were plenty of radical movements around in those days that would cause rebellions against the government if they were not happy, they could influence the working class quite easily. The second point I would like to make is the significance of increasing the number of people that had the vote in the country. I mean this was a huge change at the time and it has had knock-on effects and influenced how the country is being run today giving everyone the right to vote once they reach the age of eighteen.  [1:  Turner, J.D + Zhan W, ‘Property rights and competing for the affections of Demos: the impact of the 1867 Reform Act on stock prices’, Journal Article, vol. 150 (March 2012), Introduction. Available: (https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41406900.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ab0ae177628b1d23c0db5a85063514c52) {Accessed 19/03/18}.]  [2:  Saunders, R, Democracy and the Vote in British Politics, 1848-1867, (London: Routledge ,2016) p. 1.]  [3:  Saunders, R, Democracy and the Vote in British Politics, 1848-1867, p. 1.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk509484125]Another important aspect of the 1867 reform act is the reorganization and redistribution of seats to politicians which Walton writes about in his book. As he puts it the reason for doing this is to “build bridges to the new voters and devise ways of satisfying and accommodating them”[footnoteRef:4], this would also be significant at the time and is something that’s importance was stressed at the time, it meant that there were towns, villages, communities had a fair representation politically, no more over representation in certain places. When considering the significance of the second reform act and the impact that it had on politics, I came across an explanation in Walton’s book which sums these up in my opinion, it is written as follows, “After 1867 significant changes took place in constitutional practice, in the working of party system, in the content of legislative programmes and above all in the nature of the relationship between politicians and the expanded electorate”[footnoteRef:5].  Here, as I pointed out earlier the big changes between the politicians and the people and the political system and the constitution, one can only imagine the impact that had on folk at that time. This impact that it brought is said to have major effects according to C.N. Truman if one were to compare the elections before the act was passed with the elections afterwards, the statistics that I will now include show the significant increase in the number of votes after the second reform act was passed. England; 1865 = 697,932/ 1868 = 1,996, 704, Wales; 1865 = 6,165/ 1868 = 82,122, Scotland; 1865 = 47,785/ 1868 = 149,341, Ireland; 1865 = 93,029/ 1868 = 93,416[footnoteRef:6] as one can see Ireland had the smallest increase in votes. This information in the article by C.N. Turner shows the increase in votes in the different countries and also tells us that votes also included university voters, which is something I had not considered before, the increase in votes however really seemed to have an overall healthy growth as time would go on not only the first election after the second reform act was passed. The article by Truman states that the total number of votes that were submitted in the year 1868 was 2,333,251[footnoteRef:7], which was a strong increase from 1865 which totalled with 854,572[footnoteRef:8] voters, however, the 1874 elections would result in an even bigger sum of 2,466, 122[footnoteRef:9] voters. When considering the statistic’s that Truman has given that I have included I think it is safe to agree with Truman’s opinion of the effect the second reform act had on the electoral system, that it had “a very great impact”[footnoteRef:10].  In my opinion the reform act of 1867 was of great significance and was extremely important, and if one was to ask me the question I would be prepared to argue my opinion and support this opinion until I was proven wrong. However, as the question itself suggests there are arguments or opinions rather that would suggest that historians have overstated the act’s significance. In a journal article that I have read, Anna Clark reviews Changing Concepts of Citizenship: Gender, Empire and Class and she does not believe that its significance is of much importance. She has revised the situation much later and what she suggests is, [4:  Walton, J.D, The Second Reform Act (London: Routledge 1996) p.1.]  [5:  (Ibid).]  [6:  Truman, C.N, ‘The Impact of the 1867 Reform Act’, March 27th 2015 Available : (https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/british-electoral-history-since-1832/the-impact-of-the-1867-reform-act/) {Accessed 20/03/18}.
]  [7:  Truman, C.N, ‘The Impact of the 1867 Reform Act’.]  [8:  (Ibid).]  [9:  (Ibid).]  [10:  (Ibid).] 

 “The history of franchise reform has long been seen as somewhat old-fashioned. Historians belonging to the Whig tradition of the late nine-teenth and early twentieth century traced the advance of women and working men to the vote through the machinations of parliament, pressure groups, and party politics, but their narratives lacked analysis”[footnoteRef:11].  What Clark goes on to talk about political historians that were analysing this period during the sixties. What they discuss is the effects of “pressure from below”[footnoteRef:12] and that by the time they were reflecting over the history there was no significance or any relevance to this pressure. However, having said this, I would most definitely be inclined to disagree with that statement and it goes back to something I have already spoken about. My understanding of the term pressure from below is that the country’s people would pressurise the government at the time demanding certain things. Going back to what I have previously spoken about previously the government in my opinion would have felt this pressure, or at least would have acknowledged it. The country would have been up in arms had the government ignored the possibilities of the second reform act, there were radical movements in the country that would stir this, therefore, I believe there was a relevance and significance to the pressure from below. [11:  Clark, A, ‘Review Changing Concepts of Citizenship: Gender, Empire and Class’, Journal Article, vol.42 (April 2003), pp. 263-270, Available: (https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/345605?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=1867&searchText=rEFORM&searchText=aCT&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3Fgroup%3Dnone%26amp%3BQuery%3D1867%2BrEFORM%2BaCT%26amp%3Bwc%3Don%26amp%3Bacc%3Don%26amp%3Bfc%3Doff&refreqid=search%3A6139c344d85ea356e4ebd20fd2dd907c) {Accessed 22/03/18}.]  [12:  Clark, A, ‘Review Changing Concepts of Citizenship: Gender, Empire and Class’, Journal Article, vol.42, pp. 263-270.] 

In my opinion the passing of this act as well as having a huge impact on the country’s voting system was also highly significant when one considers later bills and acts that followed in later years which may not have occurred had the 1867 reform act been unsuccessful. A good example of this is the 1872 Ballot Act[footnoteRef:13], one must consider whether this act would have been passed had the second reform act not been successful. Truman’s opinion is that it is the second reform act and the ballot act that “helped transform elections in Britain”[footnoteRef:14]. In a different article written by Truman he explains how this act was a big turning point in Britain’s history, in the respect that it was the first-time voting became privatized. This would prove to have a great impact on the voting system in Britain as it still exists today. Another bill that was passed that could be considered a result of the second reform act’s success is the 1884 Reform Act[footnoteRef:15] which was a further step in the countries electoral system which was the third time a reform occurred in Britain which is evident as I have mentioned the first one in 1832 and discussed the second in depth. The reason I suggest that this reform act was another big step in the history of British politics and electoral system is because it gave the vote to the people that were overlooked in the 1867 reform act or as Truman puts it the people who were “bypassed”[footnoteRef:16]. It is even possible that the “1918 Representation of the People Act”[footnoteRef:17] would not have occurred had the ball not started rolling with the second reform act in 1867.This act in particular would be a major turn around giving women the vote for the first time, however as Truman tells us there were strings attached to this act, only “women of property over the age of 30”[footnoteRef:18] had the right to vote and that it was seen as a reward to the women due to the hard work and different role’s they took during the first world war, but was it actually a reward with these terms and conditions? Looking at it these days it is completely unacceptable and unfair as was the conditions on many acts and bills of the period, however, the fact that conditions are unfair is what makes people ready to call for further changes and therefore this would be the beginning to a huge turn around when women would finally get the vote in the years to follow. All four of these acts impacted in a significant way on the country and each one of them played a significant part in the country’s history. Another area I would like to turn my attention towards at this point is the different political parties. This was a turning point in party politics, as Walton tells us in his book the Conservative party at this time was in the minority  in a country of Liberal government ruling, however this did not seem to matter when it came to passing the second reform act, Disraeli and the conservative party managed to maintain the idea of another reform act and also pass it even with the minority. This is a huge step in party politics and shows how the determination of a party or a strong leader can do, and according to Walton it was an achievement due to Disraeli’s talents. However, he does question the fact whether he knew this reform act would work, or whether it was just a gamble on his part wanting to gain himself some victory. Having read up on some of Disraeli’s history it would seem this is an interpretation that many historians have about Disraeli, several of them think that his achievements are merely because he was an opportunist, having read this and researched in this area I would most definitely be inclined to agree. Whether he was thinking of himself or whether he had the ability to foresee that the second reform act would be successful I suppose we will never know for certain, however, he did manage to pass it and that is extremely important.  [13:  Truman, C.N, ‘The Impact of the 1867 Reform Act’.
]  [14:  (Ibid).]  [15:  (Ibid).]  [16:  Truman, C.N, ‘The 1884 Reform Act’, March 27th 2015, Available: (https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/british-electoral-history-since-1832/the-1884-reform-act/) {Accessed 22/03/18}.]  [17:  Truman, C.N, ‘The Impact of the 1867 Reform Act’, March 27th 2015, Available : (https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/british-electoral-history-since-1832/the-impact-of-the-1867-reform-act/) {Accessed 21/03/18}.]  [18:  Truman, C.N, ‘The 1918 Representation of the People Act’, March 17th 2015, Available: (http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/the-role-of-british-women-in-the-twentieth-century/the-1918-representation-of-the-people-act/).] 

To conclude I would like to reflect on the impact and significance of the second reform act.  Firstly, I would like to draw my attention to the impact, and the fact that in my opinion the impact’s that the passing of this bill was extremely vital to the passing of bills that came in the later years, such as the ones I have discussed in this essay. Secondly, I would like to point out that the 1832 reform act was equally as important and that was were it all began, however I do believe that the second reform act was really opened the eyes of the British public as that was the first time they realised that by showing they were unhappy and by kicking up a fuss the government would have to consider a reform or passing new bills. Thirdly, I would like to turn my attention towards is the significance of the act, to begin with, I would like to establish is the fact that each act and bill I have mentioned in the body of this essay is significant in my opinion. The significance of the 1867 has not been overstated in my opinion, as I have attempted to portray in this essay. Robert Saunders in the book Democracy and the Vote in British Politics, 1848-1867 sums the second reform act up when he describes it as “The Reform Act marked the climax of a remarkable period of constitutional debate”[footnoteRef:19].   [19:  Saunders, R, Democracy and the Vote in British Politics, 1848-1867, (London: Routledge ,2016) p. 1. ] 
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