Great Reform Act and constituencies

Martin Spychal describes how the 1832 Boundary Act and the work of the 1831-32
Boundary Commission implemented the electoral reforms of 1832.

Boundaries, Science
and the Redrawing of
England’s Electoral Map

in 1832

HE YEAR 1832wasafoundational
T moment for British Liberal politics.

After five decades of nearly unbro-
ken Tory rule, the reform crisis of 1830-32
preceded a four-decade period of Whig-Lib-
eraldominancein government. The reform
legislation of 1832, a collection of five Acts of
Parliamentintroduced by the Whig ministry of
the 2rEarl Grey, established an electoral sys-
temthat saw the ‘Liberals’ eventually emerge
asacoherent party.* And the actions of suc-
cessive Whig and Liberal governments over
the subsequent decades cemented social and
economic liberalism asthe dominant govern-
ingidea of the British state (with alittle help,
itshould be noted, from therepeal of the corn
laws by a Conservative governmentin 1846).

Thereform of England’s electoral sys-

temin1832wasachieved viatwo of those five
pieces of legislation —the 1832 Reform Actand
the1832Boundary Act. Despite completely
overhauling England’s constituency system,
thelatter has generally beenignored by his-
torians.2 Thisis somewhat surprising, asthe
1832Boundary Act changed the boundaries
of over 80 per cent of reformed English con-
stituencies, created fifty-six newly divided
counties and more than doubled the com-
bined area of England’s borough system from
1,300 102,800 square miles. It split counties

like Northamptonshire into two separate dou-
ble-member constituencies. It turned some
tiny boroughsinto huge rural constituencies,
geographically defined new boroughs such as
Manchester and updated the boundaries of
othersthathad beenin place since their medi-
eval or early modern charters.

Theboundary commission that com-
pleted this process—which hasalso been over-
looked by historians—is equally noteworthy.2
Between August1831and September 1832,

a staff of over 100 commissioners, clerks,
lithographers and cartographers worked at
Whitehalland in the constituencies to com-
plete the first ever official state survey of
England’s electoral system. They utilised the
‘scientific’ techniques of statistics and cartog-
raphy to collectreams of previously unknown
electoral data from thelocalitiesand draw
England’s electoral map —including official
plansfor atleast sixty of England’s northern
towns and cities—for the first time.

This striking exercise in early Hanoverian
legislative inquiry represented an early exper-
imentin, what we would today consider, the
disciplines of psephology and electoral sociol-
ogy. The commission’sremarkable multi-vol-
umereportalso represented a startling feat of
political publishing, including the production
of over 900,000 constituency maps which
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are stillreadily available from map sellers

and popular auction websites today. Of more
material consequence to the evolution of the
British state, the work of the commission pre-
dated, and set significant precedents for, the
more famous investigatory royal commis-
sionsthat defined nineteenth-century British
bureaucracy - such asthose concerned with
the poorlaws, factories, local government and
public health.

Taken together, the 1832 Boundary Act
and the work of the 1831-32 boundary com-
mission transformed the
electoral reforms of 1832
into anaccomplished set
of technical measures
grounded ininnovative
bureaucratic techniques.
The boundary reforms of
1832 are also crucial in terms of explaining
the subsequent evolution of British Liberal
politics. Following 1832, England’s reformed
electoral map reaffirmed the centrality of
community and pre-democratic concepts of
representation to electoral politics, shaped
the political identities and electoral strong-
holds of the emerging Conservative and
Liberal parties, and established major prece-
dents for electoral reform that are stillin use
today.

Envisaging areformed electoral map
England’s electoral map was redrawnin 1832
in order torebalance the representation of
the nation’sinterestsinthe Commons. Unlike
today, where constituencies are of broadly
equal population, the electoral system, both
before and after 1832, was hugely varied. Vot-
ingrights and electorate sizes differed from
constituency to constituency, electors could
vote in multiple constituencies, some constit-
uenciesreturned one MP, some returned four
MPs, some covered vast geographic spaces,
othersonly very small areas, and some, such

astheuniversity seatsdidn’teven have a geo-
graphic definition.

The vast majority of parliamentari-
ansrationalised thisuneven and, perhaps,
tomodern eyes, irrational electoral system
onthebasisthat constituencies represented
‘interests’rather than individuals. These inter-
estswere oftenrelated to economic sectors
—suchasthelanded, agricultural, commer-
cial, shipping, manufacturing, monied, West
India or EastIndiainterest. Constituencies
were also thought to represent constitutional

The work of the commission predated, and set significant
precedents for, the more famous investigatory royal
commissions that defined nineteenth-century British

bureaucracy.

and class interests—such asthose connected
tothe crown, the aristocracy and the democ-
racy. Thiswasallin addition to the specific
geographicinterests of the townsand coun-
tiesthatbore a constituency’s name. MPs were
thought torepresentinterests via their con-
nectionsto their constituency, butalso via
‘virtualrepresentation’ through their varied
property holdings, and economic and occupa-
tional backgrounds.

Untilaround 1820, most moderate and
even some quiteradical Whigand Tory parlia-
mentarians thought parliament did a pretty
good job atrepresenting the nation’s inter-
ests. However, by 1830 this consensus had
been destroyed - leaving a majority of sup-
port(eveninthe unreformed Commons) for
theideathat the electoral system was not fit
for purpose. This shiftin opinion was caused
inpartby the UK’sincreasingly complex and
fractured, post-Napoleonic economy and
theissue of free trade and tariffs. It was also
caused by a decade of debate over whatto do
with the boundaries of parliamentary bor-
oughs found to be corruptatthe 1818, 1820
and 1826 general elections. By the end of
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the decade, key moderate Whigs and Tories
had warmed to theidea that the manufac-
turing interests of unrepresented townslike
Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds might
gradually be given the seats of corrupt con-
stituencieslike East Retford, Barnstaple and
Penryn. The unwillingness of key Tories to
agreetotheseideas, particularly the Duke of
Wellington, who was prime minister between
1828 and 1830, forced a new coalition of liberal
Toriesand Whigsinto being.

This prototypical ‘liberal’ coalition
formed a government under the premiership
of the2nd Earl Grey in November 1830, after
apublic declaration against electoral reform
by the Duke of Wellington made his ministry
untenable. The new government agreed to the
general principle that England’srotten, or cor-
rupt, boroughs needed to be disfranchised,
and thatthe 100 or so seats that were freed up
should be distributed primarily between the
agriculturaland landed interests on the one
hand (via new county seats), and the com-
mercialand manufacturing interests on the
other (vianew borough seats). Ensuring the
evenrepresentation of these interests served
asakey political strategy for the government
between 1830 and 1832, as they sought to
‘conciliate’ competing political factions asso-
ciated with urban and landed electoralinter-
estsby maintaining a ‘balance of town and
country’intheir reform legislation.4

Ataverybroad conceptuallevel, then,
thereforming Grey ministry of 1830 knew
how itwanted to redesign the United King-
dom’s (in particular England’s) electoral map.
Atthelevel of fine detail, however, ministers
were woefully unprepared. As they drafted
and debated their plans for reform in pri-
vate and public during the first half of 1831, it
quickly became evident that electoral reform
required thata major investigation into Eng-
land’s constituency system be implemented.

Significantly, the government’s proposals
for disfranchising rotten boroughs, creating

new constituencies and establishing new vot-
ingrightsrequired existing and future con-
stituency boundaries to belegally defined by
parliament. However, there was no central
repository of boundary or constituency data
at Westminster to do this with (itwasall held
locally in parish and council halls). The cabi-
netbriefly tried to adapt census and tax return
datatomodelitsreformed constituency sys-
tem, but quickly found this data unfit for
purpose. Most constituencies, they discov-
ered, had vastly outgrown their old bounda-
ries. Further basic investigation also revealed
many local officials didn’tknow, or couldn’t
agree internally on their existing boundaries.
Theserevelationsall took place in full public
view during the spring and summer of 1831,
asparliamentarians werelooking for every
opportunity to scrutinise and embarrass the
government over their plans for reform.

To make things worse, the Grey ministry
didn’tknow what constitutional mechanism
touseto establish a nationwide boundary
inquiry. The cabinet feared that convening
aformalroyal commission would require
themto halt all debate on thereform bill, and
that squabbles between thelocalitiesand
Westminster over boundaries, and delay-
ingtactics by anti-reformers, would stop
any reform measure ever passing. The gov-
ernment received alot of public criticism for
initially suggesting that their inquiry might
be completed and enacted using privy coun-
cil powers. They then toyed with the vague
notion of a cross-party ‘parliamentary com-
mittee’, before settling on a strange loop-
hole of using the home secretary’s powers to
request returns fromlocal officials to institute
aquasi-official boundary commission, which
remarkably completed all of its operations
without any form of parliamentary approval.
Legally and bureaucratically, the bound-
ary issuerevealed the Grey ministry’sinitial
attempts at instituting parliamentary reform
tobe, well, a bit of a shambles.
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A ‘scientific’boundary commission?
This bureaucratic chaos was seized on by the
divisive Whiglord chancellor and polymath,
Henry Brougham. Brougham had long been
an advocate of commissions of inquiry asa
means of influencing a more active domestic
policy agenda. He was also akey advocate of
science, particularly the introduction of sci-
entific methods into the policy-making pro-
cess. Science in this sense meant statistics,
surveying and inquiry (rather than natural
sciences) —and was a forerunner to what we
might consider today as the social sciences.
For many Whigs, such methodsled (to mod-
ern eyes atleast) to a somewhat naive hope
of a future cross-party ‘science of govern-
ment’based on ‘the accumulation of simple,
irrefutable facts’.5s Brougham established
andran anumber of institutions and socie-
tiesthat promoted a broader Whiggish sci-
entificideology, all of them centred around
‘Godless’ Bloomsbury —as it became known.®
Theseincluded the Society for the Diffusion
of Useful Knowledge — set up to teach science
tothe masses —and the London University
(now UCL).

One key figure from Brougham’s scien-
tific coterie wastheroyal engineer, chemist
and mathematician, Thomas Drummond.
Drummond had spent most of the pastdec-
ade onthe ordnance surveyinlIreland. He had
beeninLondon since 1829, putting his train-
ingasachemisttouseinthe development of
lighthouse lights for Trinity House (where he
pioneered the technology of limelight) and
lecturing at the Royal Society. During 1831, he
wasintroduced to Brougham, who puthim
to work on the SDUK map committee, which
hoped to publish a cheap world atlas for the
masses. With theissue of the government’s
boundary scheme pressing on hismind, in
July 1831 Brougham asked Drummond to
devise a scheme for redrawing the United
Kingdom’s electoral map - which he then
secured cabinet approval for.

Drummond’s ambitious plan forabound-
ary commission was infused with science at
every step. First, Brougham and Drummond
recruited commissioners, almost exclusively,
from theranks of the Society for the Diffusion
of Useful Knowledge or the ordnance survey.
Thisleftthem with commissioners of either
gentlemanly scientific ‘expertise’, or technical
trainingin surveying and cartography. Using
these men, Drummond proposed an exten-
sive cartographic, statistical and socio-eco-
nomicinvestigation of every parliamentary
borough, which he contended would provide
aneutral, disinterested analysis of each con-
stituency’s geography and demography. The
commissioners were instructed to apply the
results of thisinvestigation to a strict set of
criteria foridentifying an electoral commu-
nity. This, Drummond and Brougham con-
tended, wasaninnovative, inductive method
for defining parliamentary boundaries, which
would allow for every borough constituency
to be defined consistently and impartially
across the four nations.

Atitscore, theboundary commission was
amassive data gathering exercise. Before they
could propose new parliamentary bounda-
ries, Drummond required his commissioners
to gather ancient charters, locally held maps,
new population and house valuations, and to
complete an investigation into the socialand
economicinterests of each constituency. In
England, he established sevenregional teams
of commissioners and surveyorswho hadto
travel the country —attending around twenty
or so constituencies during a three-month
period. InLondon, ateam led by Drummond,
including numerous clerks, cartographers
andlithographers, drew maps, collated and
printed data and oversaw operations to ensure
boundaries were drawn consistently across
the country.

To the cabinet, and Drummond’s sur-
prise, the commission found it relatively easy
to gatherallthisdata at speed. Asaresult, the
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cabinet assigned the commission with three
further tasks. First, they were asked to start
investigatingregional variationsin the £10
householder qualification to tidy up clausesin
thereform bill. This investigation confirmed
many of theissues with the £10 borough fran-
chise thatreformers such as Joseph Parkes
had been urging the government to address
for several months.” However, key figuresin
the Grey cabinetrefused to act on the commis-
sion’sreports, instead using the commission’s
datato celebrate therestrictive nature of their
proposed £10 franchise.®

Second, the commission was asked to
completely remodel the famous, and highly
controversial ‘disfranchisement’ schedules
using new data to scale England’s 120 most
rotten boroughs. This substantial new inquiry
—whichledto the publication of the contro-
versial ‘Drummond’s List’ - placed the bound-
ary commission and its scientific approach at
the centre of national discussion about parlia-
mentaryreforminearly 1832. And third, the
government established a subsidiary bound-
ary commission that divided the counties.
This commission, which was overseen by the
rising civil servant John George Shaw Lefe-
vre, embraced Drummond’s scientific meth-
ods and professed to have effected boundary
changeinthe countiesvia several disinter-
ested principles.

The commission’s work was completed
in the space of five months, between Sep-
tember 1831 and January 1832, with the first
of theirreportsand boundary recommenda-
tions printed for parliamentarians by Febru-
ary 1832. Unsurprisingly the commission had
its critics. Chief among them were most Tories
and anti-reformersin the Commons, who
tried, and failed, to halt the commission on
constitutional grounds.

Tory critics also took great umbrage that
Whiggish and Liberal notions of ‘science’ were
establishing rootsin the heart of Whitehall. In
September 1831, the Tory Morning Post asked:

Whatinthe world has science to do here?
Isthe division [of counties] to be geological
according to minerals and strata? Orisitto
beastronomical, by latitudes and transits?°

Nevertheless, the speed at which the commis-
sion completed its work, as well asits ability
to fly under theradar asthe Lords and Com-
mons embarked on a massive constitutional
struggle over the reform bill and some towns
startedrioting in the winter of 1831, meant
the commission’sreportand proposals, once
completed, took most opponents by surprise.

Local parish and town officials, too, were
remarkably cooperative with the boundary
commission. Although no publicboundary
hearings were held, Drummond’srigorous
oversightand commitment to his ‘scien-
tific framework’ required all local officials to
beinterviewed by the commissioners. This
ensured thatlocalfactions, on the whole, were
allgiven a chance to present data to the com-
mission, and complaints and disputes proved
few and far between. More importantly, the
expertise of parish officers, tax collectors and
municipal officials, and the quality of data
they were able to provide to the commission-
ers, defied expectations at Westminster. As
wellasrevealingreformin1832tobeagenuine
‘consultation’ between thelocalities and the
centre, the commission’s work confirmed the
existence of aremarkably proficient late-Han-
overian state.°

Importantly, the speed with which the
commission gathered and proposed bound-
ariesallowed for the government to subject
Drummond’s boundary recommendations
to full parliamentary scrutiny between Feb-
ruary and July 1832. This gavelocal factions
unhappy with their proposed boundaries
the chanceto petition parliament orraise
issuesthrough their MP. That said, com-
plaints proved minimal. Drummond’srigid
application of his scientific framework led
to aremarkably consistent set of boundary
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proposals, that appeared to favour as many
Whig factions asthey did Tories. And when
disputesdid arise, further investigations took
place. Aside from a handful of cases where
ministers had over-ridden Drummond and
tried to gerrymander individual boundaries,
the government proved conciliatory in nego-
tiations with MPs from across the spectrum,
ensuring the passage of the 1832 Boundary Act
with remarkably little parliamentary conflict.

ALiberal success?

Asan episodeinlegislative practice, the expe-
rience of the 1831-32 boundary commission
wasrevelatory for the Whig government-and
had farreaching consequences for the British
state. Itinitiated a major rhetorical and prac-
tical shiftin the ambition of Whig and Liberal
legislators and their expanding arsenal of
administratorsin the decades that followed.
The cabinet had moved from the chaos of
early 1831, where they were woefully unpre-
pared for the fine details of parliamentary

Tory critics also took great umbrage that Whiggish and
Liberal notions of ‘science’ were establishing roots in the

heart of Whitehall.

reform, to having so much data by early 1832
that they were able to bemuse and confuse,
and sometimes actually convince, MPs and
the public about their proposals for reform
with a plethora of data, mapsandreports.
The Whigs in cabinet were also convinced

by therhetorical and practical opportunities
provided by a ‘scientific’approach to legisla-
tion. Within three decades, ‘system, method
[and] science’, via investigatory commissions,
had been applied to nearly every facet of the
domestic and colonial state.** Over 220 com-
missions of inquiry alone were established
between 1833 and 1868, leaving few areas

of domestic or colonial policy untouched by

legislative investigation — much to the disgust
of those whorailed against a new era of ‘gov-
ernment by commissions’.*?

What of the political and electoralimpact
of the commission’s reformed electoral map?
Forthose wanting very fine detail, my book,
Mapping the State: English Boundaries and
the 1832 Reform Act, explores how the com-
mission created several different types of bor-
ough and county constituency, which allhad
varied political outcomes. The big takeaway,
though, isthatreform did not ‘balance’ the
nation’sinterestsin areformed Commonsas
the Whigs had hoped it would do. Rather, the
1832reform legislation (particularly the 1832
Boundary Act), accentuated the urban-rural
dividein the electoral system and entrenched
political division over the corn laws and reli-
gioninthe decades that followed.

England’s reformed constituency struc-
ture (particularly the division of counties and
the creation of a set of fifty or so ‘rural bor-
oughs’) provided a significant foothold for the
forces of protectionism prior to 1846 (thatis
those who supported the
cornlaws), and for the
emerging Conservative
Party under the subse-
quent direction of Derby
and Disraeli. One might
go so farasto say, the 1832 Boundary Act was
crucial to the formation and future survival
of the Conservative Party. By the late 1850s,
Disraeliwas even seeking to gerrymander the
electoral system by emulating the principles
of the 1832 Boundary Actin his ownreform
proposals.

The boundary settlement elsewhere,
which defined the vast majority of England’s
reformed boroughs around their associated
town populations and reasserted the central-
ity of community to borough politics, proved
remarkably beneficial to an emerging Liberal
Party that coalesced around free trade, Dis-
sentand industry - particularly in the new
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boroughsand asthe £10 householder started
to completely dominate ancient franchise
holdersinthe old boroughs by the 1860s. By
the 1850s, however, it was the Whigswho
had beeninthe Grey cabinet thatlooked at
1832 withregret, particularly Lord John Rus-
sell, whose own reform proposals sought to
cement future Liberal electoral hegemony, by
rejecting any emulation of the principles of
1832 Boundary Act.

Perhaps more significantly, the 1832
Boundary Act established long-running prec-
edentsforelectoralreform. The 1867, 1884
and 1918 Reform Acts were allaccompanied
by boundary commissions whose recommen-
dations were enacted by separate acts of par-
liament. While this precedent wasbrokenin
1944, when a permanentindependent bound-
ary commission was established, parliamen-
tary boundaries have continued to provide
the primary means by which the electoral sys-
temhasbeen, and continues to be, reformed.
The efficiency of the 1831-32 commission’s
work, and the speed of its enactment, isbest
demonstrated by contrasting it with the most
recently completed review of English bound-
aries, which commenced in 2011 and follow-
ing three separate reviews was not approved
by parliament until 2023. The failure of the
2013 and 2018 reviewsrevealed the contin-
uedrelevance of Drummond’sinsistence
thatthe boundary-setting process be based
onthemostup-to-date electoral data, and
anchored by a set of uniformrulesfor the
consistent definition of electoral communi-
ties. That twenty-first-century Westminster
continuestoreformitself in the shadow of,
and according to the methods established
by Drummond, his commissionersand the
Grey ministryin 1832, is one of the most
enduring legacies of the 1831-32boundary
commission. M
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