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Soon after he became deputy 
prime minister in May 2010, 
Nick Clegg promised that the 

Conservative–Liberal Democrat 
coalition would enact ‘the most 
significant programme of reform 
by a British government since the 
nineteenth century … the biggest 
shake-up of our democracy since 
1832’.1

At first, Nick Clegg’s assertion 
seemed overblown, a classic case 
of political hyperbole. After all, 
liberal-minded historians have long 
seen the 1832 Act, in widening the 
franchise and redistributing repre-
sentation, as a foundation of mod-
ern democracy. Dr Philip Salmon 
of the History of Parliament Trust, 
the first speaker at the meeting, 
claimed that the 1832 Act occupies 
‘a central place in the constitutional 
development of the British political 
system’. He said that the legislation 
forced politicians to engage with 
the electorate and restored public 
faith in a political system that had 
been discredited. 

But Dr Salmon also questioned 
some of the enduring myths and, 
in particular, the extent to which 
the 1832 Act accelerated the enfran-
chisement of the English people. 
He explained that the growth in 
the size of the English electorate 
after 1832 was, in fact, very modest: 
from 435,000 before the Act was 
passed, to 614,000 afterwards, an 
increase of just 14 per cent, a figure 

comparable to the expansion that 
took place in the decade leading up 
to 1832. The proportion of adult 
men who could vote rose after 1832 
from 13.5 per cent to 18 per cent. 
Some of the growth could be attrib-
uted to the natural expansion in the 
size of the franchise, as a result of 
population and economic growth 
during the previous decade. 

Moreover, after 1832, thousands 
of men lost the franchise, as a result 
of the new requirements on electors 
to register to vote and to keep up 
to date with paying their rates in 
order to do so. Dr Salmon cited the 
examples of Lancaster, where 3,000 
non-resident freemen lost their vot-
ing rights, and also Preston, where 
the new requirements for registra-
tion and paying rates disadvantaged 
thousands of low-paid workers. Dr 
Salmon estimated that for every 
eleven men who gained the vote as 
a result of the new household fran-
chise, five lost their right to vote 
because of the ratepayer require-
ment. He added that those who lost 
out came disproportionately from 
the ‘lower orders’.

Dr Salmon also reminded the 
meeting that, after the 1832 Act was 
passed, very little really changed 
in British politics. The same sorts 
of elites still ran the country, 
pocket boroughs still existed and 
electoral violence and bribery 
remained endemic. The bar for 
political reform seemed to have 

been lowered, leaving Nick Clegg’s 
claims to radicalism seeming less 
absurd.

But then Dr Salmon asked why 
we persist in painting the 1832 Act 
as such a great landmark in this 
country’s political history. He pro-
vided two explanations, the first of 
which concerned the impact of the 
legislation and the campaign for 
reform on the relationship between 
the people and parliament. 

Dr Salmon showed how parlia-
mentary reform had been on the 
agenda of radical politicians and 
activists since the 1770s. He traced 
the political cause back to decades-
old concerns about the dominance 
of the executive and its ideological 
roots back to the French revolution 
and the works of Thomas Paine. 
He explained that, by the 1820s, 
campaigners for a diverse range of 
causes, including banking reform, 
free trade, lower taxation, religious 
freedoms and the rights of local 
communities, had coalesced around 
the cause of parliamentary reform. 
Political unions were vital in rally-
ing middle-class support, especially 
in Manchester. The cause was 
framed as a ‘restoration’ of a consti-
tution that had been usurped by the 
ruling classes and the reforging of a 
– largely mythical – bond between 
the Commons and the nation.

Dr Salmon was at his most 
interesting and insightful when he 
discussed the ways in which the bill 
captured the public imagination. 
The passage of the 1832 Act marked 
the culmination of eighteen months 
of debate. The final form of the 
legislation was shaped in impor-
tant ways by public interventions 
and community action, with the 
original bill changed substantially 
as a result of appeals, petitions to 
the Commons (which carried much 
more weight than they do now) and 
representations to ministers. Dur-
ing this process, freemen protested 
against attacks on their voting 
rights, and the government made 
important concessions. A provi-
sion in the original bill to reduce 
the number of MPs by 10 per cent 
was abandoned, for example, and 
the number of new constituencies 
under the legislation was doubled.

The wide public dialogue and 
consultation conferred a powerful 
sense of legitimacy on the reforms. 
When it was finally passed, the 1832 
Act was greeted by public celebra-
tions on a scale usually reserved 
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party policy far away in London or 
at party conferences did not really 
concern us. They were no more 
than a minor annoyance for us, and 
I don’t suppose they had any effect 
at all on the voters.

John Howe 

Overall I think we decided that 
the Young Liberals were prob-
ably rather naive young people, 
being encouraged and exploited 
by our opponents in the Tory press 
to damage Liberal credibility. 
Rumours of intrigues and rows on 
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for triumphs on the battlefield. Dr 
Salmon suggested that this experi-
ence carried valuable lessons for 
today’s politicians and activists 
about how to re-engage with the 
public and legitimise major politi-
cal reforms. But perhaps the most 
significant insight of the evening 
was Dr Salmon’s contention that 
the manner in which political 
reform was carried out had a pow-
erful impact on how the public 
accepted and used their new rights.

By contrast, in 2011 the coali-
tion’s reforms have not, in them-
selves, been the subject of huge 
public debate and they have not 
attracted a great deal of enthusi-
asm. They stem largely from the 
coalition parties’ own agendas, 
which overlap in some areas (such 
as the recall of MPs and reducing 
the size of the Commons) but not 
in others. The AV referendum, to 
be the subject of the first UK-wide 
referendum since 1975, represents 
a compromise between the Con-
servative Party, strong supporters 
of first past the post, and the Liberal 
Democrats, who have long called 
for proportional representation 
for all Westminster elections. At 
the time of writing, however, the 
referendum on replacing the first-
past-the-post (FPTP) voting system 
for the Commons with alternative 
voting (AV) has still not been held. 
The campaign has hardly begun. As 
a result, it is impossible to draw any 
conclusions about the process for 
change or the extent of its public 
legitimacy. 

The second reason that led Dr 
Salmon to see the 1832 Act as a 
historical landmark that ‘spoke 
to the modern age’ concerned its 
political and constitutional legacy. 
He believed that the development 
of political parties that were estab-
lished nationally and organised 
locally was a consequence of the 
cumbersome and adversarial new 
process for registering voters. 
There were also legal and financial 
restrictions on registration. These 
factors encouraged voter indiffer-
ence and laziness and left the parties 
and political clubs with little choice 
but to organise themselves effec-
tively, including at local level, to 
ensure that their supporters were on 
the electoral register. Moreover, he 
argued, the redistribution of Com-
mons seats, particularly in favour of 
counties, produced a representative 
system that was more stable and 

durable. Dr Salmond concluded – 
though he could have said more on 
this point – that the new political 
consensus provided the basis of Vic-
torian democracy.

Dr Mark Pack, formerly the 
head of innovations at Liberal 
Democrat party HQ, seemed 
to defend Nick Clegg’s claim to 
radicalism when he argued that the 
coalition’s planned constitutional 
and political reforms are as radical 
as any since 1832. Dr Pack reminded 
the meeting of the sheer scale of 
the coalition’s plans. In addition to 
the AV referendum they include: 
five-yearly reviews of constituency 
boundaries; a 10 per cent reduction 
in the number of MPs; the intro-
duction of fixed-term parliaments; 
the introduction of elections for 
the House of Lords; a new power 
for voters to ‘recall’ MPs who are 
found guilty of major misdemean-
ours; and an overhaul of the way in 
which political parties are funded.

Dr Pack contended that, of all the 
constitutional and political reforms 
since 1832, only those enacted by 
the Blair government after 1997 
were comparable in their radical-
ism. He developed this theme by 
discussing the potential impacts 
of the coalition’s planned reforms 
on the political system – although 
his suggestions were, inevitably, 
speculative because the changes are 
not yet in place and nobody can be 
sure what effect they will have on 
the unforeseeable political environ-
ments of the future. 

On some points, Dr Pack was on 
strong ground. He contended that 
the move to fixed-term parliaments 
could alter the course of political 
history. As Dr Pack pointed out, 
in autumn 2007, Gordon Brown 
marched his troops up the hill, 
when he planned an early general 
election, only to have to march 
them back down again. His prime 
ministership never recovered from 
this act of cyncism and failure of 
political nerve. But Mr Brown 
could not have been tempted to ‘go 
early’ had the 2005 parliament been 
elected on a fixed term. 

Dr Pack was surely correct when 
argued that quinquennial elec-
toral boundary reviews will have 
a profound impact on individual 
political careers and even, I suggest, 
on the outcomes of some future 
general elections. Similarly, I agree 
that the election of the House of 
Lords, assuming that some form of 

multi-member constituencies or 
proportional representation is used, 
should produce a more diverse 
parliament.

But Dr Pack’s assertions about 
the likely impacts of adopting the 
alternative vote, if it passes, were 
more open to argument. He sug-
gested that AV would, in time, 
reduce the number of ‘safe’ seats 
in the Commons – that is, con-
stituencies that seldom or never 
change their party allegiances. A 
comparison may be made with the 
Australian House of Representa-
tives which is elected using AV, as 
are the ‘lower houses’ in all but one 
of that country’s state legislatures. 
Over recent decades, the propor-
tion of safe seats in Australia does 
not appear to be markedly smaller 
to that in the UK. Whatever its 
other merits, AV may not succeed 
in building new links between the 
people and their representatives or 
restore public faith in politics in the 
ways that are often suggested.

Dr Pack also suggested that AV 
would eventually give birth to a 
more respectful, more civilised 
form of politics, as parties had to 
reach out to their opponents’ vot-
ers, to ask for their second, third 
and fourth preferences. On this 
basis, he compared a shift to AV 
to the introduction of electoral 
registers for its potential impact 
on Britain’s political culture. But 
observers of Australian politics may 
not recognise Dr Pack’s implied 
description of that country’s politi-
cal discourse. 

Dr Pack was doubtful – cor-
rectly, in my view – that the cur-
rent coalition’s reform programme 
would bring about a great resur-
gence in the public’s interest or 
confidence in politics. Even so, the 
precise changes in political culture 
that may flow from the coalition 
government’s planned reforms are 
very hard to predict; even if all of 
the reforms eventuate, making any 
firm comparisons with the Great 
Reform Act of 1832 and its after-
math somewhat hazardous.

Neil Stockley is director of a public 
affairs company and a frequent con- 
tributor to the Journal of Liberal 
History.

1 See  http://www.cabinetoffice.
gov.uk/news/nick-clegg-speech-
on-constitutional-reform for a full 
transcript.
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