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Letters to the 
Editor
Elections in Glasgow
May I add two important footnotes to 
David Hanson’s research on the curious 
1874 Liberal election leaflet (‘Vote for Mr 
Crum and one other Liberal’, Journal of 
Liberal History 102 (spring 2019))?

First, Hanson concludes that if the 
Glasgow Liberals had sorted out agree-
ment on candidates earlier, the outcome 
could have been different – ‘divided par-
ties lose elections’. He is wrong, as he is 
imposing the logic of uninominal first-
past-the-post elections on this three-
member constituency.

Glasgow then (1868–85) voted by a 
crude form of proportional representa-
tion, whereby each voter had two votes 
for three seats, so offering one seat to a 
minority party with at least a third of the 
total vote. At the 1868 and 1880 elections, 
the Liberals had more than two-thirds 
of the vote and took all three Glas-
gow seats. But in 1874, the Liberal share 
dropped below 65 per cent, so a Tory 
won one seat. It made no actual differ-
ence to the outcome that the Liberal vote 
was spread over five candidates.

Secondly, the 1874 election was a tran-
sitional one for the interplay between 
candidate choice and party choice. Before 
the 1872 Ballot Act, as the votes cast were 
added up in public during polling day(s), 
it was easy to distinguish between front-
runners and also-rans. Hence people vot-
ing later in the day could choose between 
candidates with a real chance and not cast 
a wasted vote – a crude form of what we 
now call tactical voting.  

This meant that a contest between 
candidates of the same party could go 
to the poll, with the weaker candidate 

withdrawing in favour of the stronger 
after the first hour or two of voting. 
That reduced the need for parties to 
fix agreement in advance, especially in 
strongly Liberal urban constituencies, 
where the party would win anyway.

All that changed when, with the 
secret ballot, there was no longer a cer-
tain way of knowing how the votes were 
piling up. However, old habits died hard, 
so in 1874 there were still several cases of 
rival Liberal candidates fighting it out 
on polling day. By 1880 there were few 
such cases and from 1885, with general 
use of the uninominal constituency, they 
became extremely rare.

Thus among the ten London con-
stituencies, no less than four had Liberal 
candidates in excess of the two places 
available in 1868 (that did not cost the 
party any seats at all); three still had 
excess Liberal candidates in 1874 (which 
arguably helped the Tories to win a seat 
in each of Southwark and Tower Ham-
lets) but – perhaps after that warning – 
there was only one such case in 1880.

A final thought: did the introduc-
tion of the secret ballot reduce effec-
tive democracy in Britain by giving 
the political parties this incentive to 
restrict choice? In many other European 
countries, the right of voters to choose 
between candidates of the same politi-
cal hue was retained via the two-bal-
lot system (and later, when list systems 
appeared, by the right to alter the list). 
The second ballot was a Radical demand 
in Britain in the 1880s, but support for it 
faded as party dominance grew. 

Michael Steed

perhaps be more appropriately applied to 
the Eighth Duke of Devonshire who, as 
Marquess of Hartington, was the leading 
Whig in Gladstone’s second administra-
tion and never entirely shed his Liberal 
sensibilities. 

Yet, having offered that caveat, it is 
fair to conclude by saying that Dr Kerry 

has made a useful addition to scholar-
ship on late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth-century British politics and colonial 
administration.

Dr Iain Sharpe is an administrator at the Uni-
versity of London and a Liberal Democrat 
councillor in Watford.
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