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This paper gives a history of the Parliamentary franchise and shows the incremental
stages which led to universal suffrage across the UK by drawing on several of the
recognised sources which have dealt with the subject and by referring to the key
legislation.
It gives a summary of eligibility to vote in Parliamentary elections before the reforms of the
nineteenth century and then gives the main changes introduced by the Reform Acts of
1832, 1867/8 and 1884. The paper also gives details of the main changes of the
Representation of the People Acts which created universal male suffrage, the first female
suffrage and then universal adult suffrage.
The paper also briefly summarises the main reasons for disqualification from eligibility to
vote and also briefly describes the extension of the Parliamentary franchise to 18 year olds
in 1969 and to overseas voters in 1985.
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Summary
The right to vote in Parliamentary elections had been virtually unchanged from medieval
times until the Great Reform Act of 1832. The qualifications to vote differed in the four
nations of the United Kingdom and within each country the right to vote was different
depending where you lived. County voters had different qualifications to those in the
boroughs and each borough had its own requirements on eligibility. Not every borough had
the right to return an MP.
Registration of Parliamentary electors was not required (except in the Irish counties following
the inclusion of Irish seats in the post-Union Westminster Parliament). Voters had to prove
their right to vote before casting a public ballot. Secret ballots were not introduced until 1872.
Opportunities to cast votes in Parliamentary elections were further limited by the absence of
contested elections in many instances. Uncontested elections were common and in some
seats an election had not taken place for many years. Parliamentary seats were often
considered as property and remained in the control of a family from one generation to the
next. This persisted until the beginning of the twentieth century.
The reforms of the nineteenth century started with the Great Reform Act of 1832 although
this legislation only dealt with the position in England and Wales. Scotland and Ireland had
separate pieces of legislation. The distinctions between county and borough voting
qualifications were retained. The county vote was extended to include new categories but
was still inked to property value. New uniform borough voting qualifications were created
although some of the ancient rights were retained.
Voter registration was required across the whole of the UK for the first time after 1832. A fee
was charged for registration and a qualifying period of residence was required.
The Second Reform Act of 1867 again only affected England and Wales. Separate
legislation was required for Scotland and Ireland. This reform increased the electorate in the
borough electorates and included many working class men.
The Third Reform Act was the first UK-wide reform. It introduced a uniform Parliamentary
franchise qualification across all parts of the UK and equalised the franchise between county
and borough voters. This change benefited working class county voters the most and led to a
70% increase in those eligible to register to vote. Although this was a significant advance still
only about one quarter of the adult population (those 21 years or over) could register to vote.
The Representation of the People Act 1918 saw the most significant advance in the
Parliamentary franchise. All previous voting qualifications were repealed and universal male
suffrage based on residence, and not on property ownership, was established. Women over
30 years of age who qualified for a local government vote or, if they were married, their
husband qualified for a local government vote, were able to register to vote in Parliamentary
elections for the first time. The 1918 Act also introduced absent voting for the military for the
first time. Following the 1918 Act 74% of the adult population could register to vote in
Parliamentary elections.
Universal adult suffrage was first achieved in the United Kingdom in 1928. The
Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928 gave men and women the right to
vote in Parliamentary elections on an equal basis. The current voting age of 18 was
established in 1969.
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Since 1969 there have been two significant developments in voting at Parliamentary
elections, allowing voting in general elections to overseas voters and extending the
availability of absent voting by proxy or postal voting.
The Parliamentary franchise was extended to allow overseas voters to register to vote in the
constituency in which they were last registered for up to five years after leaving. This time
limit was extended to 20 years in 1989 but reduced to 15 years in 2002.
Absent voting was extended to anyone who was unable to vote in person in 1985 but voters
had to provide electoral registration administrators with the reason that an absent vote was
required. In 2001 voters no longer had to provide a reason and any voter could apply for an
absent vote on demand.
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1

Introduction

This paper gives a history of the Parliamentary franchise and shows the incremental stages
which led to universal suffrage across the UK by drawing on several of the recognised
sources which have dealt with the subject and by referring to the key legislation.
Universal adult suffrage is considered a corner stone of a modern democracy but in the UK
universal suffrage for Parliamentary elections is less than a century old. Gradual extensions
of the franchise occurred in the nineteenth century but ancient distinctions between county
and borough franchises persisted for some time.
The constituent parts of the United Kingdom also had different Parliamentary franchises and
these were not unified until 1884.
The first general election where some women were permitted to vote was in 1918. Women
were not granted equality with men in terms of the Parliamentary franchise until May 1929.
The principle of one person one vote is even younger as plural voting was only finally
abolished in 1948. Plural or dual voting was possible because of business and university
qualifications to vote but the Representation of the People Act 1948 explicitly stated for the
first time that each person could exercise only one vote in a Parliamentary election.
Until relatively recently in British history the extension of the vote to all men, let alone
women, was actively opposed by many who thought the vote should be restricted to those of
influence and means. Professor Robert Blackburn noted that:
Even in the nineteenth century the idea of democracy, in the sense of equal political
rights and universal suffrage, was still regarded by most as a dangerous experiment
and subversive to any sound system of government. 1

The opportunities to vote in general elections before the Great Reform Act were limited
further by the fact that contested seats were far fewer in number than seats where a MP was
returned unopposed.
In the general election of 1831 there were 658 seats available in 380 constituencies (most
constituencies in England returned two MPs per seat). Of those 380 seats only one third saw
a contested election. The remaining two thirds returned Members without the need for a
ballot to be held. 2
After the redistribution of seats in 1832, in the reformed House of Commons, the total
number of seats remained at 658 until 1868. In the first election after the Great Reform the
number of uncontested seats dropped to 189 (28%) but then rose to 275 (42%) in 1835, 236
(36%) in 1837 and 337 (51%) in 1841. 3
These levels fluctuated through the nineteenth century, with the lowest number of
uncontested seats in 1885 (6%) and the most (58%) in 1859. Even in 1910 nearly a quarter
of the 670 seats returned an MP unopposed. 4

1
2
3
4

Robert Blackburn, The Electoral System in Britain, 1995, p66
DR Fisher, The House of Commons, 1820-1832, History of Parliament Trust, 2009, Vol I, p233
FWS Craig, British Parliamentary Election Results 1832-1885, 1977, p624
FWS Craig, British Parliamentary Election Results 1885-1918, 1974, p584 and p588
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The table below show the proportion of the total UK population that was registered to vote at
Parliamentary elections since the Great Reform Act of 1832.
Percentage of population registered to vote at general elections,
1832-2010
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

Provided by the House of Commons Social and General Statistics Research Section
Notes (a) Figures for 1918 and earlier are for all Ireland.
(b) 1910 electorate is for December 1910 General Election.
(c) 1918 population figure does not include the non-civilian population of England and Wales.
(d) 1974 electorate is for October 1974 General Election.
Sources
Rallings and Thrasher, British Electoral Facts: 1832-2006
House of Commons Library RP10/36 General Election 2010
Office for National Statistics
B.R. Mitchell, British Historical Statistics

The main jumps in numbers of registered voters are associated with the main Reform Acts of
1832, 1867 and 1884, the extension of the Parliamentary franchise to some women in 1918
and the equal franchise Act of 1928 which granted women and men the Parliamentary
franchise on an equal basis.
Estimates vary, but the Great Reform Act of 1832 probably increased the total electorate by
over 50%. In 1831, the total electorate of Great Britain and Ireland was about 516,000 and
this had increased to about 809,000 by 1833. 5 Despite what appeared to be a significant
increase still only 3% of the total population could register to vote at Parliamentary elections.
The Parliamentary franchise was largely linked to property rights rather than residence which
generally meant only the affluent could qualify.
The Second Reform Act of 1867 more than doubled the number of voters in the
Parliamentary boroughs by including some of the urban working classes, 6 but the increase in
the county franchise was more modest. The Act meant that over 16% of the adult population
(those who had reached the age of majority of 21), about 2.2 million, could register to vote. 7
Following the Third Reform Act of 1884 the differences between the Parliamentary franchises
in the boroughs and the counties remained but the qualifications for each were unified across
the United Kingdom for the first time. The main beneficiaries were the agricultural working
classes and the proportion of the adult population able to vote in Parliamentary elections
reached almost 29% of the adult population, nearly 5 million. 8

5
6
7
8

Chris Cook and John Stevenson, British Political Facts 1760-1830, 1980, Chapter 5, pp115-6
FB Smith The Making of the Second Reform Bill, 1992, pp236-7
Robert Blackburn, The Electoral System in Britain, 1995, p75
Ibid
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Universal male suffrage and the first granting of the Parliamentary franchise to some women
followed the Representation of the People Act 1918 and took the proportion of the population
able to vote to 50%. The age of majority at this stage was still 21 but women were only
allowed to register if they were 30 years old and separate qualifications were applied to
women. Men could register as long as they were resident and property qualifications (apart
from business votes) were abolished for male suffrage. Special provision was also made for
armed forces voters because of the Great War and men serving in the armed forces aged 19
and 20 were allowed to register to vote.
Universal suffrage at the age of 21 was granted in 1928 following the passing of the
Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928. The extension of the vote to 18
year olds in 1969 took the proportion of the population able to vote to 71% with the majority
of those unable to vote being children; there were other categories of people prohibited from
registering (see Section 12 below).

2

Ancient voting rights in England

The origins of the English Parliament lay with the witans of the early kings of Anglo-Saxon
England but these were not representative meetings of elected representatives. Witans were
councils of noblemen and clergy who attended the king to give advice, pass legislation and
discuss policy. The first occurrence of the word ‘parliament’ is in an official document dated
1236. 9 These early Parliaments were an extension of the king’s council and were also
attended by earls, barons, bishops, abbots and priors.
The earliest evidence of the king summoning representatives of the counties was in 1254
and the boroughs in 1265. Their presence was required to consent to taxation and this
occurred only rarely before 1290; the earliest surviving rolls of who attended Parliament date
from 1290. 10
Ancient counties were administrative units either derived from the kingdoms of England
before it was unified in the tenth century or as artificial creations from larger kingdoms. The
Anglo-saxon term was ‘shire’ and the Norman term was ‘county’. 11
From 1290 representatives of the English counties were regularly summoned by writ to serve
in Parliament and later the summoning of borough Members also became the norm. Writs
were sent to the sheriff of each county. Each county and each borough usually returned 2
Members at elections. There was no single definition of or agreement on what constituted a
borough in this period. The issuing of a writ was a royal prerogative and those boroughs that
became Parliamentary boroughs were usually the county town of each ancient county and a
number of other important boroughs. The actual number of Parliamentary boroughs in early
Parliaments fluctuated. 12
The election of the county Members differed from that of the borough Members and the
franchise eligibility within borough seats varied from borough to borough. Members were also
returned for the Cinque Ports and for the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge.

9

10
11
12

The Living Heritage pages on the UK Parliament website give more detail of the evolution of Parliament from
its Anglo-Saxon origins.
Clive Jones (ed), A Short history of Parliament, 2009, pp7-11
Frederic A Youngs Jnr, Guide to the Local Administrative Units of England, Vol I Southern England, 1980, pxii
JS Roskell, The House of Commons 1386-1421, Vol I, 1993, History of Parliament Trust, p40
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Ancient voting rights in England
Restricted to males by custom rather than statute.
County franchise – freeholders of a property freehold (not restricted to land) worth 40
shillings. Every county returned MPs.
Borough franchise – Varied from borough to borough but usually dependent on residence,
a property qualification/tenure or the status as a freeman or a mixture. In some boroughs
the franchise was restricted to members of the corporation running the borough. Writs were
only issued to certain boroughs.
University franchise – Oxford and Cambridge each had two MPs elected by members of
the Senates of each university.

The first recorded return for Members of Parliament for the Cinque Ports was 1366, each
returning two Members, although writs of summons were sent regularly from 1322. 13 The
towns derived their right to return Members of Parliament because of their Cinque Port status
and writs were issued to the Warden of the Ports rather than the county sheriffs of Kent and
Sussex.
Until 1689 the Warden claimed the right to chose one of the Members. 14 Members were
listed in the returns of Parliament as Cinque Port Members and not from the county in which
they were situated. 15 Cinque Port Members were also sworn in separately from other
borough Members, 16 but in respect of the Parliamentary franchise within the boroughs there
was little difference to other Parliamentary boroughs.
From 1603 Oxford and Cambridge Universities were also granted the right to return MPs to
Parliament and the method of election was different to that of the county and borough
Members (see section 2.3 below).
During the period of Oliver Cromwell’s rule, changes were made to the number of seats in
the House of Commons and the qualifications for the franchise. There was an attempt to
abolish property qualifications and extend the Parliamentary franchise but these were
resisted by Cromwell. Instead, the county franchise was raised to a £200 property
qualification.
The Parliamentary borough franchise remained specific to each borough but some boroughs
were stripped of their right to send MPs to Parliament. 17 Those individuals identified as
‘Royalists’ or ‘Papists’ were disenfranchised. 18 Following the Restoration the changes of the
Cromwell era were reversed and the election of MPs followed the pre-Civil War system until
1832.

13
14

15
16

17
18

Ibid,
Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p547
House of Commons, Returns of Parliament, Ordered to be printed 1 March 1878
Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p502
John Hostettler and Brian Block, Voting in Britain, A History of the Parliamentary Franchise, 2001, pp27-9
Ibid, pp29-30
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Ancient voting rights did not specifically prohibit women’s suffrage. Before 1832 the
disfranchisement of women had been by custom rather than by statute but there has been
little research into the subject and “it is impossible to conclude that women never voted”. 19
There is some evidence that there were women who believed they had the right to vote both
in county and borough seats. Little is known about how single women or widows who met the
property qualifications to vote in the counties were treated. 20
Women who owned burgages in burgage boroughs or who lived in freeman boroughs 21 (see
below) could influence elections. In the burgage boroughs women could transfer the vote
which came with burgage ownership to a husband or male relative. 22 In some freeman
boroughs the daughters of freemen could make their husbands freemen and therefore
voters. 23
A case study of the 1768 Parliamentary election in the borough of Northampton concludes
that many women, not just wives of the wealthy, were involved in the pre-reform electoral
process despite not actually casting votes themselves. 24 Northampton was a potwalloper
borough (see section 2.2 below) where the right to vote was held by male householders.
Voters had to publicly justify their household qualification and women could act as witnesses
to say whether a claim to vote was truthful or not. 25 This was sometimes partisan evidence in
favour of one candidate.
Where a woman was the head of the household (for example, because she was a widower
or a single landlady) they could also play an important role in establishing who could vote.
There were instances where a woman and her male lodger would come to an arrangement
where they would trade places and the lodger would claim to be the householder in order to
claim the vote. 26 The case study concludes that:
The evidence proves that women were active participants in elections, were allied to
candidates, were able to gain financially from elections, and had their own vital role to
play in the contest. 27

2.1

County franchise

The county franchise was formalised in 1430 and remained largely unaltered until the Great
Reform Act of 1832 except in the county palatines of Cheshire and Durham. 28 These were

19

20
21

22

23

24

25
26
27
28

Kathryn Gleadle and Sarah Richardson (Editors) Women in British Politics, 1760-1860: The Power of the
Petticoat, 2002, chapter 1 by Elaine Chalus, p20
Ibid, pp19-38
A burgage was a tenure whereby lands or tenements in cities and towns were held of the king or other lord, for
a certain yearly rent (Source: OED). The rent did not have to be in cash and the tenures were varied. In some
pre-1832 Parliamentary boroughs the burgage gave the male householder the right to vote at Parliamentary
elections. In Old Sarum it was the burgage tenure of a ploughed field gave the right to vote.
Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p40
Kathryn Gleadle and Sarah Richardson (Editors) Women in British Politics, 1760-1860: The Power of the
Petticoat, 2002, see chapter 1 by Elaine Chalus, pp19-38
Zoe Dyndor, Widows, Wives and Witnesses: Women and their involvement in the 1768 Northampton Borough
Parliamentary Election, Parliamentary History, Vol 30, pt 3, pp309-23
Ibid, pp314-5
Ibid, p319
Ibid, p323
These were defined as “county or other territory in England…as having a ruler with royal privileges and judicial
authority (within the territory) which elsewhere belong to the sovereign alone” (Source: http://www.oed.com/
accessed 18 September 2012)
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administered separately and did not return Members of the English Parliament until 1545 and
1654 respectively. 29
Before 1430 there is evidence that the right to vote for the knights of the shires in English
county elections was given to “every free inhabitant householder, freeholder and
non-freeholder”. 30 There was no requirement for freeholders to be landed freeholders; the
freehold could relate to something other than land.
The king’s writs required sheriffs, who executed the writs, to hold free elections. 31 This was
sometimes abused and sheriffs sometimes returned themselves or held no elections. A
statute was passed in 1406 which reiterated that free elections must be held at a full shire
court in full view of participants but added the requirement that writs be returned to Chancery
by indenture, a form of two-part duplicate contract where each party retained half of the
contract to prevent corruption.
In the late fourteenth century and early fifteenth there were calls for shire elections to be
restricted to the “better folk of the shires” but the official view remained that the common
assent of the whole county was required. 32 Election meetings could be large and lively and
feuds between factions sometimes spilled over to election meetings. 33
In 1429, a petition was presented to the King by the Commons which expressed concern that
some elections had involved “too great and excessive number of people…of whom the
greater part are by people of little or no means” and that these people “pretend[ed] to have
an equivalent voice…as the most worthy knights or esquires dwelling in the same
counties”. 34 The petition called for the vote to be restricted to those freeholders resident in a
county with a freehold value of 40 shillings a year. A freehold was not restricted to land; it
could refer to many types of property.
The petition led, in 1430, to such a statute being passed and all leaseholders, regardless of
the value of their leased land, were stripped of the vote. The 40 shilling resident freeholder
requirement for the county franchise remained until 1832 although the interpretation of what
constituted a freehold was extended in the intervening years, and the residency requirement
gradually became obsolete. 35
The Parliamentary franchise was abused by some freeholders and from the seventeenth
century the ‘faggot’ vote became a common form of electoral abuse. Freeholders would
subdivide large freeholdings into smaller 40 shilling freeholds purely to create so-called
‘faggot’ voters, who would then vote as the primary freeholder wished. A statute was passed
in 1696, dubbed the Splitting Act, with the intention of preventing the faggot vote but the Act
was interpreted loosely and the practice continued. 36

29
30

31
32
33
34
35

36

J Holladay Philbin, Parliamentary Representation 1832, England and Wales, 1965, pp17 & 67
Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p20
John Hostettler and Brian Block, Voting in Britain, A History of the Parliamentary Franchise, 2001, p9
JS Roskell, The Commons in the Parliament of 1422, 1954, p5
John Hostettler and Brian Block, Voting in Britain, A History of the Parliamentary Franchise, 2001, p11.
Ibid, p12
Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p21 and p24
Charles Seymour, Electoral Reform in England and Wales, 1915, pp123-4
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The county franchise was extended to clergymen of the Church of England and some offices
connected with the judiciary system at the end of the seventeenth century. 37
The proportion of the population able to
vote in Parliamentary elections to elect
county Members varied. The total across
England (including Monmouthshire) was
an estimated number of voters of 176,800
out of a population of about 13.1 million
(1.35%)

County
Electorate

Population
of England

In 1831, just before the reforms of the Great Reform Act, Middlesex had a population of
1,358,330 and an estimated electorate of 3,000 (0.22%) but in Herefordshire the figures were
an estimated 4,000 voters from a population of 111,211 (3.6%). 38
2.2

Borough franchise

There were no set criteria for which towns and cities were represented in Parliament but
early writs were generally issued to larger boroughs. Members returned from boroughs had
to be paid from local funds and this was often seen as burdensome by the local electorate.
Several boroughs which returned Members in early Parliaments managed to avoid being
summoned in subsequent Parliaments.
Before the industrial revolution, which was centred in the north, the industrial life of England
had been concentrated in the south. Cornwall with its mineral wealth, particularly tin, and
Wiltshire and Somerset’s wool industry were renowned before Lancashire gained
prominence for its cotton. 39 As a consequence southern boroughs were more numerous than
northern boroughs. Royal patronage was also stronger in the south; fifteen new
Parliamentary boroughs were created in the Duchy of Cornwall from the time of Henry VIII to
the end of the Elizabethan age.
There was no uniform borough franchise across England. Various commentators have
grouped the English boroughs into four main types of franchise, but even within these groups
there was a variety of restrictions and qualifications placed on eligibility to vote. Some
boroughs combined groups to define the local electorate. There was no systematic form of
electoral registration.
The rotten and pocket boroughs closely associated with the reforms of 1832 came from all
categories of Parliamentary borough. A rotten borough was one where the electorate had
decreased significantly or had ceased to exist at all but where the right to return MPs to
Parliament had been retained. 40 The most notorious example was Old Sarum, which had no
resident electorate. Pocket boroughs were those where the election of an MP was controlled
by one person or family. 41
Whether county or borough seats, all elections were conducted in public and votes were cast
in public by each voter. Poll books were kept and patrons could see who voted for which
candidate.

37

38
39
40
41

Edward Porritt, The Unreformed House of Commons: Parliamentary Representation Before 1832, 1963 Vol I,
p22
Source: Chris Cook and John Stevenson, British Political Facts 1760-1830, 1980, Chapter 5
Charles Seymour, Electoral Reform in England and Wales, 1915, pp48-9
Source: www.oed.com accessed 18 September 2012
Source: www.oed.com accessed 18 September 2012
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‘Scot and lot’ and ‘potwalloper’ boroughs
The scot and lot qualification was based on the householder’s payment (scot) of a share (lot)
of local poor and church rates. 42 The potwalloper qualification was a householder who was
self-sustaining (they made no claim on poor relief) and who had their own hearth on which
they could cook or boil (wallop) a pot.
The electorates in these boroughs were like the county electorates before the introduction of
the 40 shilling requirement as the vote was dependent on residence and not on wealth or
income from a freehold. 43
Large scot and lot boroughs, like Westminster, were among the most open as there were too
many voters for candidates or patrons to influence all the votes. Westminster had an
unusually large electorate of about 17,000 in 1816. 44 Smaller boroughs, however, were just
as open to influence at election times as some of the other types of borough. Tregony, in
Cornwall, had a potwalloper electorate of about 260 in 1831, but many relied on the bribes
they received at election time for their main income and many homes were built purely for the
purposes of electoral gain. 45
Burgage boroughs
A burgage was land and/or property tenure in a town for which payment was usually made to
the king or a lord by the exchange of money rather than services. 46 Burgages existed in most
towns regardless of whether the town had the right to return MPs to Parliament. In those
Parliamentary boroughs where burgage formed the basis of the franchise there was no
uniform set of conditions on how the franchise was granted, it was down to individual
boroughs to determine.
Most burgage boroughs had small electorates but these did not necessarily need to be
permanently resident. Some boroughs required electors to be resident for a set number of
days before the election and in the case of Bedwin, in Wiltshire, it was the custom to let
burgage houses four or five days before an election. 47
With small electorates and burgage tenures which could be acquired, it was easy for wealthy
men to control the votes within these Parliamentary boroughs. The most famous of these
was the Parliamentary borough of Old Sarum, which had been the site of the earliest
settlements of Salisbury. The burgage that gave the franchise in Old Sarum was a ploughed
field. 48
According to The Times in 1830 there was “no house nor vestige of a house” within the
Parliamentary borough of Old Sarum. 49 Formal election proceedings were conducted in a
temporary building under a tree, 50 but contested elections were almost unheard of and Old
Sarum was “an extreme example of a rotten borough for almost its entire representative
history”. 51 Immediately before its abolition in 1832, the seat returned two brothers as MPs.
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The Alexander brothers had owned all 11 burgages within Old Sarum since 1820 and had
returned themselves as the two MPs for the borough at each general election from that
year. 52
Freeman boroughs
Freeman status was originally an ancient status which meant a man was not bound by
serfdom to a local lord. When early boroughs were granted charters many made references
to freemen, who also had to undertake municipal duties, and the status of a freeman was
incorporated into the rules governing the Parliamentary franchise within some Parliamentary
boroughs. 53
In early borough charters freemen were usually resident but, as a seat in Parliament became
more prestigious, many freeman boroughs extended freeman status, and therefore the vote,
to non-residents.
In Gloucester, for example, freedom of the city could be acquired by birth, apprenticeship, gift
or purchase. Between 1820 and 1832 over 800 freemen were created. Of these 504 were by
birth and of the rest, 183 were by honorary gift, with the rest split between apprenticeships
and purchased freedoms. Nearly half of all the freemen created in that period (366) were
created in 1830, the year of a contested election, and about two-thirds of the new freemen
were non-resident. 54
Corporation boroughs
These were boroughs where the corporation governing a borough held the power to elect the
Members of Parliament. Before a seat in Parliament became prestigious or desired, some
corporations elected their Members of Parliament with little consideration of the residents of
the borough. 55 Some boroughs even allowed their right to return MPs to Parliament lapse.
In 1444 an Act of Parliament was passed stating that all borough elections should be held in
the borough where the writ had been sent (previously the final stages of borough elections
took place in county courts overseen by a sheriff). 56 This Act also stated that the election of
Members of Parliament should be by citizens and burgesses and anyone replacing a duly
elected candidate with their own choice would have to pay the king and the replaced
candidate compensation. Many borough corporations declined to pass on the decision of
choosing the MPs to the local electorate. Several corporation boroughs persisted until the
reforms of 1832. 57
The Parliamentary borough of Tiverton returned MPs to Parliament from 1621. The
corporation controlling the borough numbered 25 men and the corporation was entirely selfperpetuating. The 25 corporation members were all nominees of the local patron and the
Parliamentary franchise was limited to the 25 members of the corporation (the population in
1831 was 9,776). 58
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2.3

University representation

Oxford and Cambridge Universities had their own representation in Parliament from 1603.
Both universities had petitioned for direct representation in the House of Commons before
then to represent their interests in legislation directly affecting them.
In 1603 the privilege of sending two Members of Parliament from each of the two universities
was granted. The cost of sending the Members to Parliament was borne by the universities
themselves.
The franchise was granted to members of the Senate of each university and was not based
on ownership or occupation of a property and nor was residency in Oxford or Cambridge a
requirement. Bishops, peers and minors who were members of the Senate were barred from
voting. The Senates of each University numbered 500. 59
Vice-Chancellors acted as returning officers and unusually, voting was conducted in secret.
There was little evidence of corruption in university seats and at Oxford candidates were not
allowed to canvas and were even forbidden from coming within ten miles of the university
when a poll was pending. 60

3

Other pre-1832 Parliamentary franchises

3.1

Wales

Welsh representation in Parliament dates back to the sixteenth century. There is evidence
that writs were issued in 1322 and 1327 to Edmund, Earl of Arundell and Justiciary of Wales,
to send 24 men to Parliament to assist in the last Parliament summoned by Edward II. 61 This
did not set a precedent and regular representation for Wales did not occur until the reign of
Henry VIII.
In this period two Acts of Union were passed to enfranchise the Principality and establish the
ancient counties of Wales. The legislation was passed in 1536 but writs were not sent to
Wales until 1542. 62
From the sixteenth century until the reforms of 1832, Wales returned 24 MPs to the House of
Commons. Each of the 12 counties were represented by one Member each, with the
remaining 12 MPs representing Parliamentary boroughs. The Parliamentary boroughs were
the county towns in each county except Merionethshire. No borough within Meirionnydd was
considered suitable as a Parliamentary borough and the twelfth borough seat was granted to
Haverfordwest in Pembrokeshire, in addition to Pembroke. Monmouthshire, which at this time
included the Newport and Gwent area, was considered separate to the Welsh counties.
In the reign of Henry VIII the duty of sending a knight of the shire to Westminster, and paying
his expenses, was regarded as a financial burden and this may be the reason that the Welsh
counties were only required to send one MP. In relation to the English counties the counties
in Wales were comparatively less affluent. 63
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Ancient voting rights in Wales
Wales granted seats in Parliament in the sixteenth century on a similar basis to England.
County franchise was the same as England but required the creation of the ancient
counties of Wales.
Borough franchise – no uniform borough franchise but many boroughs created at this
time were corporation boroughs. Parliamentary franchise extended to contributory
boroughs so many borough MPs represented more than one borough.
No university constituencies.

The county franchise in Wales was the same as in the English shires. In 1536 an Act was
passed that made provision for the establishment of the ancient counties of Wales and their
county towns, and stated that law and justice was to be administered as in England. 64 This
Act also provided that the method of election for the county and borough Members to be
returned to Parliament should be in the same manner as in “other shires of this realm”. 65 This
meant that the 40 shilling franchise was transferred directly to the Welsh counties.
As mentioned above, there was no uniform franchise in the English boroughs to transfer
across to the Welsh boroughs. In the time of Henry VIII many new boroughs were
corporation boroughs.
A second Act during Henry VIII’s reign extended the Parliamentary franchise to contributory
boroughs in several counties. 66 These were boroughs which were granted the right to
participate in the election of the county towns’ borough Member of Parliament. 67 The second
Act stipulated that the right to contribute to the election of the Member of Parliament went
hand in hand with the liability to the Member of Parliament’s wages. Although wages were
probably not paid in most cases the principle led to most Parliamentary boroughs in Wales
enfranchising inhabitant freemen.
Welsh boroughs were more open seats than some of the English boroughs. The electorates
were generally large, comparatively, and those seats split between contributory boroughs
had scattered electorates. It meant patrons were less secure than their English
counterparts. 68
3.2

Scotland

Scottish representation in the Parliament of Great Britain was determined by the Treaty of
Union agreed between Scotland and England in 1706. The Acts of Union in the separate
Scottish and English Parliaments ratified the treaty and took effect in May 1707.
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The treaty agreed that Scotland would have 45 MPs and 16 Lords in the new Parliament of
Great Britain. The English Commission negotiating the treaty had wanted to grant Scotland
38 MPs but the Scottish Commission had requested more. In the end the English
Commission proposed 45 MPs “and no more”, an offer accepted by the Scottish
Commission. 69
The Scottish Parliament was a unicameral Parliament which, by 1707, comprised three
‘estates’; Nobles, burgesses and shire commissioners. There were also a small number of ex
officio officers of state who were Members of the Parliament.
There had been a fourth estate, higher clergy and bishops, but these had been excluded
since 1690. 70 In 1706, the Scottish Parliament had 67 borough (known as burghs) Members
and 83 Members from the 33 counties. Peers and their eldest sons were excluded from
burgh seats.
The method of election of the 45 MPs to serve in the House of Commons was left to the
Scottish Parliament to determine. In the first Parliament of Great Britain in 1707 a delegation
of 45 MPs was chosen from the sitting Members (commissioners) of the Scottish Parliament,
in part to avoid elections in Scotland from producing an anti-Union majority. They joined the
English Parliament which had been elected in 1705 to create the new British Parliament. 71
The Scottish Parliament had decided that thereafter 30 county representatives and 15 burgh
representatives should be elected to serve in the House of Commons in Westminster, and
that “none shall elect, nor be elected to represent a shire or burgh…except such as are now
capable by the laws of this kingdom to elect or be elected as commissioners for shire or
burgh”. 72
County franchise
The county franchise in Scotland was held by 40 shilling freeholders of ‘old extent’, an old
valuation which was effectively uprated. In England the 40 shilling franchise was fixed from
1430 and gradually more men came within the 40 shilling bracket. In Scotland, however, the
number of county voters remained small. In 1831 the population of Scotland was about
2,380,000. The county electorate was estimated to be 2,380, or 0.10% of the population. 73
Many of the county voters would have had little direct contact with the land that gave rise to
the freehold franchise. Scottish law allowed for the land to be sold but with landowner
retaining a ‘superiority’, or feudal right, over the freehold. The superiority became little more
than a piece of parchment that could be easily bought and sold. 74
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Ancient voting rights in Scotland
Scotland granted seats in UK Parliament as part of the Acts of Union of 1707
County franchise similar to that of England, based on 40 shilling freeholders, but in
Scotland the value of the freeholding was uprated which meant that the number of those
who qualified for the vote remained small (in contrast to England where the 40 shilling
valuation was not uprated and as more people could afford a 40 shilling freehold the
number of electors began to grow).
Royal burgh franchise was vested in the unelected burgh corporations so there was
effectively no real electorate.
No university constituencies.

Royal burgh franchise
Royal burgh representatives were chosen by unelected burgh councils. These had originally
been elected annually by freemen of the burghs but from 1469 members of an existing
council chose the members of next council. The councils therefore became self-perpetuating.
There were no rotten boroughs, as in England, because all royal burghs were real towns
liable to paying royal taxation. Commissioners from the burghs also had to be merchants or
craftsmen from the burgh which meant the burghs were less likely to be overtaken by the
gentry. 75
After the Union 65 of the 66 royal burghs (Edinburgh was exempt) were grouped into 14
districts of burghs, similar to the Welsh groupings. Unlike the Welsh boroughs, elections were
not conducted directly by the electorate in the primary borough. Instead, in Scotland, burgh
councils would send a delegate from each contributory burgh to a convention at the presiding
burgh to select the MP. Delegates were not required to vote as instructed and in the event of
a tie, the presiding burgh’s delegate cast the deciding vote. 76
3.3

Ireland

The Irish Parliament more closely resembled the English Parliament, particularly after Henry
VIII became the king of all Ireland. It was a bicameral Parliament with a House of Lords and
a House of Commons. Membership in early Parliaments fluctuated as the number of counties
and boroughs that returned MPs varied. This was because the areas that were loyal to the
king of England, who ruled Ireland by virtue of the feudal title of Lord of Ireland, varied over
time.
From the time Henry VIII was declared king of all Ireland, in 1541, the number of
Parliamentary boroughs grew and from 1690 the Irish House of Commons was steady at 300
MPs from 150 two-Member constituencies. These came from the 32 counties, 117
Parliamentary boroughs and Trinity College, Dublin. Membership of the Irish House of Lords
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also increased with a number of Irish peerages created, although many of them were
permanently absent. 77
Disfranchising Catholics
The Parliamentary franchise in the Irish counties was specifically withheld from Roman
Catholics by statute from 1727 to 1793. The restriction was one of a number placed on
Catholics during the period. 78 In Ireland this effectively barred about 80% of the male adult
population in the counties of Ireland from exercising the vote in Parliamentary elections. 79
Restrictions on Catholics voting in borough Parliamentary elections had been in place before
1727 under local by-laws. 80 Earlier restrictions had been placed on Catholic voters by
requiring that they should take discriminatory oaths of allegiance and abjuration before being
allowed to vote. 81
Other restrictions had been designed to prevent Catholics taking public office, including
Catholic peers and MPs in the Irish Parliament. In order to take their seats MPs and peers
had to take an oath abrogating the supremacy of the Pope and make a declaration that
transubstantiation did not occur at the Last Supper. 82 Catholic peers continued to be
summoned to Parliament but could not make such a declaration and as a result, from 1692
until its abolition in 1800, the Irish Parliament was a Protestant assembly. Catholics
continued to be barred from sitting in the UK Parliament until 1829 when the Roman Catholic
Relief Act 1829 made it lawful for any Roman Catholic to sit and vote in either House of
Parliament (with the exception of Roman Catholic priests who were prevented from standing
for election to the House of Commons). 83
County franchise
The electorate for the Irish counties and boroughs was similar to that of England. The county
franchise was originally based on the 40 shilling freehold qualification. Shortly before Union
and the abolition of the Irish Parliament in 1800, the county franchise was reformed by an Act
that also revised electoral administration and registration. Three types of freehold were
specified for qualification to register to vote. 84 The county franchise was further revised postUnion. In 1829, the Irish Franchise Act raised the threshold for eligibility for the county
franchise from 40 shillings (£2) to £10. The result was that the registered county electorate
fell by about 80%. 85 Estimates varied but the county franchise dropped from around 215,000
across Ireland to under 40,000. 86
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Ancient voting rights in Ireland
Ireland granted seats in UK Parliament following the Union of 1800 and the abolition of
the Irish Parliament.
County franchise originally similar to that of England, based on 40 shilling freeholders, but
reformed shortly before Union. Further revised in 1829 by raising the threshold from 40
shillings to £10 which drastically reduced the electorate.
Borough franchise had a similar mix of property, freeman or corporation electorates but
the qualification levels differed to England and many freemen were non-resident. PostUnion the largest 31 boroughs were granted the status of Parliamentary boroughs. No
grouping of boroughs as in Scotland and Wales.
Trinity College, Dublin had one MP with an electorate of nearly 100 fellows and scholars.

Registration in order to vote, requiring the voter’s proof of property qualifications, was
established in Ireland earlier than England to prevent county landlords converting leases for
electoral gain. However, this was not foolproof; the certificate gained on registration was
valid for eight years and not always surrendered when voters moved away or died. This led
to instances of electoral abuse including personation, a crime almost unknown in England at
this time. 87 It also sometimes gave potential candidates the opportunity to examine an up-todate register to see whether or not it was worth the expense of becoming a candidate at an
election by analysing the likely loyalties of those registered. 88
Borough franchise
The Union of Ireland and Great Britain to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland followed a different pattern than the Union between Scotland and England. There
were no Commissions and less Parliamentary scrutiny. 89
The Articles of Union provided for 32 Irish Members of the House of Lords and 100 Irish
Members of the House of Commons of the new United Kingdom Parliament. The Irish seats
in the House of Commons were to comprise two Members each from the 32 counties, two
each from Dublin and Cork and one Member from Trinity College, Dublin. The University
electorate for Trinity College comprised 22 fellows and 70 scholars. 90
The remaining 31 MPs were to come from the largest 31 boroughs, based on taxable wealth,
across Ireland which meant a significant number of Parliamentary boroughs that had had
representation in the Irish Parliament would be merged into the counties.
A system of grouping boroughs, as in Scotland, was considered but rejected. 91 In what is
now Northern Ireland there were 10 boroughs. In order of size these were Belfast, Newry,
Londonderry, Armagh, Lisburne, Downpatrick, Coleraine, Dungannon, Enniskillien and
Carrickfergus.
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The Parliamentary boroughs had the same mix of voting qualifications as the English
boroughs in the English Parliament. Post-Union boroughs were a mixture of corporation
boroughs, freeman boroughs (not necessarily resident), ‘county-boroughs’ (seats where
burgesses, freemen and 40 shilling freeholders combined to make the electorate) and
boroughs with a £5 householder property qualification. In boroughs where freemen were
entitled to vote many freemen were non-resident and freeman status was often given by
special favour. As a result Catholics made up a very small proportion of the electorate. As in
England, many boroughs were controlled by family or corporation interests and in many of
the seats it was non-Irish families exerting the control. 92

The History of Parliament Trust
The History of Parliament Trust is a registered charity principally funded by both Houses
of Parliament. Its ongoing research project is to create a comprehensive account of
Parliamentary politics in England, then Britain, from their origins in the thirteenth century.
Volumes cover most periods from 1386 to 1832 with work ongoing to cover all periods.
It consists of detailed studies of elections and electoral politics in each constituency, and
of closely researched accounts of the lives of everyone who was elected to Parliament in
the period, together with surveys drawing out the themes and discoveries of the research
and adding information on the operation of Parliament as an institution.
The volumes on The House of Commons, 1820-1832, available online, gives details of
each Parliamentary borough in existence before the Great Reform Act. For each borough
the number of voters and the qualification in order to vote are given. Entries detail
elections, how the choice of MP was influenced within the borough and the effects of the
Great Reform Act.
Below is an extract for the borough constituency of Westminster.

While a significant proportion of the electorate were members of the leisured classes, including
many of the social and political elite, and of the legal profession (probably about 19 per cent in
total), it has been calculated that by 1820 about 66 per cent were tradesmen, craftsmen, skilled
artisans and shopkeepers involved in the production or sale (sometimes, of course, in both) of
consumer goods for a thriving market. There were comparatively few poor labourers and
menials, but the potentially violent mob was a factor in Westminster politics.
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4

Great Reform Act of 1832

The Representation of the People Act 1832, known as the Great Reform Act, reformed the
distribution of seats in England and Wales. 93 Separate Reform Acts were introduced to cover
Ireland and Scotland.
4.1

England and Wales

The Act was famous for disfranchising boroughs such as Old Sarum and creating new seats,
particularly in the industrial towns of the north of England. The number of county seats was
also increased by either splitting a county into two divisions or by granting an additional
Member to represent the whole county. The Act also reformed the Parliamentary franchise
and, for the first time in England and Wales, introduced the first systematic of registration of
eligible voters.
Parliamentary reform was a significant issue at this time. On the failure of a previous Reform
Bill there was rioting across the country and there was a real sense of crisis as the
successful Bill made its way through Parliament. The King was prepared, although not keen,
to create up to 50 peers to make sure the Bill succeeded in the House of Lords, the
government of Lord Grey resigned and there was the threat of a mass uprising if reform was
not carried in some form. 94
Despite such controversies the Act was never an attempt to build a new electoral system, nor
to simplify the existing one. The main change was the redistribution of seats in favour of
northern industrial boroughs, but some boroughs remained in the control of wealthy families
and electoral malpractice persisted.
The county and borough franchises remained different and based largely on property
holding, which meant that the extension of the vote was modest. And far from simplifying the
Parliamentary franchise, the 1832 Act complicated the situation by introducing new
categories of franchise and increasing the number of restrictions on eligibility.
The Act was the first time that legislation had specifically limited the vote to male
householders by stating that “every male person of full age and not subject to any legal
incapacity” (and who fulfilled the various other requirements) was entitled to register to vote.
Before 1832 the exclusion of women from Parliamentary elections was based on custom and
some women might have voted at the parish level elections. Local government voters in
incorporated boroughs in England and Wales were restricted after 1835 by the Municipal
Corporations Act 1835 (5&^ William IV, chapter 86) to registered burgesses of each borough
(section XXIX) who by virtue of section IX had to be “male persons”. 95
County franchise
The 40 shilling freehold qualification was retained for the county franchise for those with
inherited freeholds; it continued to be applied to all types of freehold income not just land.
Those 40 shilling freeholders who held the freehold tenure for life had restrictions placed on
them (Section XVIII of the Act). 96
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Two new categories of property based franchise were created and one new category based
on occupancy.
The property based categories extended the Parliamentary franchise to £10 copyholders
(Section XIX) and £10 leaseholders (Section XX). The copyholders were an ancient form of
tenant; they held their tenure from a lord of a manor and the name derived from the copy of
the tenure copyholders held which matched a court held record of the tenure. The value of
the land had to be at least £10 in order to qualify for the vote.
The £10 leasehold franchise was granted to those with a lease of at least 60 years and a
property valued at £10. For those with a lease between 20 and 60 years the value had to be
£50.
Section XX of the Act, by virtue of the so-called Chandos amendment, named after the
Marquess of Chandos, also enfranchised those who rented and were resident in a property,
as long as the rent was not less than £50 per year. The inclusion of these £50 tenants-at-will
was criticised by some reformers as it would enable landlords to control more votes. 97 These
voters, however, may have been as independent as any other county elector. 98
Borough franchise
The new borough franchise was based on occupancy of property. Male householders who
were of age (21 years old) and who had occupied a property worth £10 for at least 12
months could vote if they were duly registered (see below). The property could be a house,
warehouse, counting-house, shop, or other building as long as it was occupied. The
land/property had to be within the Parliamentary borough boundaries and had to have been
rated, with the householder having paid all rates and taxes. 99
The 1832 Act was the first to explicitly state that the householder had to be male.
A potential borough voter was barred from registering if they had been in receipt of local poor
relief in the preceding 12 months (Section XXXVI)., a restriction not applied to county voters
until 1867.
The franchises of burgesses and freemen that existed in the boroughs before 1832 were
allowed to continue for the lifetime of existing voters in most cases, as long as they remained
resident and registered their vote (except in those Parliamentary boroughs that were
abolished by the Act). This initially benefited poorer existing voters but as they died the
franchise became socially narrower. 100
Electoral registration
The 1832 Act introduced the first system of electoral registration in England and Wales. An
earlier attempt had been made to create an electoral register of those eligible to exercise the
county franchise in 1788 when an Act was passed to allow qualifying freeholders to enrol and
for county lists to be published. In 1789 the Act was repealed following the submission of a
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number of petitions to Parliament. Most of the petitions were principally concerned with the
prohibitive costs of implementing the legislation. 101
In some counties a system of registration had grown up in an attempt to ensure only true
electors could cast their vote, but the system was not effective nor fool proof. Boroughs
generally had small and well known electorates and any attempt at personation would have
been difficult. 102
The 1832 Act effectively made the eligibility to vote in Parliamentary elections dependent on
having your name on the electoral register. The other qualifications to vote mentioned above
were still required but potential voters had to prove these requirements in order to gain a
place on the register and a fee of 1 shilling had to be paid. 103
The process of registration was complicated and many people qualified to vote did not bother
to register. This led to a new form of electoral abuse, where electoral agents would register
apathetic potential voters in return for assurances of the newly registered voters casting their
vote for the agents’ patron (votes were still cast in public at open meetings). 104
Registration was revised in 1843 when an Act was passed to increase the registration of
voters by improving the performance of the overseers who compiled the list. The Act also
allowed potential voters more time to pay their rates to avoid disqualification from registering
and it allowed barristers who heard objections to someone’s inclusion on a register to force
costs to be paid by the objector in cases that were deemed vexatious. 105 The measures
made little difference. 106
In 1864 a Committee of MPs reported that:
Your Committee have found the most unanimous opinion of the witnesses examined to
be, that the present system of county registration is faulty inasmuch as:
The registers are at once impure and defective; and where, and so far as these evils
are remedied, the process is frequently attended with annoyance and expense to
individuals.
Great facilities are afforded for placing or continuing upon the register of a county the
names of people not qualified to vote. 107

Legislation followed but problems persisted. It was considered a normal part of the election
process for party agents to submit blanket objections to peoples’ inclusion on the electoral
register across a constituency. This was in the knowledge that a significant number of
qualified voters would fail to turn up in court to defend their place on the register and they
would therefore be removed. 108
In 1878 an Act was passed that included a provision to allow, but did not compel,
Parliamentary boroughs to register Parliamentary voters differently. Before then registers
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were compiled on a parish basis and alphabetically. 109 Section 21 of the 1878 Act gave
boroughs the option of compiling registers in the same way as municipal registers were
compiled, in street order using rate books, but the registers remained separate. 110 Other
changes to the methods and outcomes of objections were made. A Registration Act followed
the major reforms of 1885 (see below) which extended the provisions of the 1878 Act to the
counties. 111
The passage of time, the statutory modifications and the increase in party organisation,
which in the latter years of the nineteenth century had led to local party organisations
systematically and thoroughly registering their supporters, gradually led to improved,
although not perfect, registers of electors. 112
It should be noted that the registration of votes for municipal and Parliamentary elections was
separate until the middle of the twentieth century:
The essential difference between the two franchises related to payment of local rates.
For nineteenth-century reformers there was a critical relationship between taxation
and representation. Various Acts defining the franchise were quite specific about the
need to maintain this link between payment for local services and the power to elect
stewards of such budgets. 113

Main changes of the 1832 Reform Act
Voter registration introduced for Parliamentary elections for the first time.
County franchise retained for 40 shilling freeholders but extended to other property
based qualifications (£10 copy holders and £10 leaseholders). Extended to tenants as
long as the property being rented was worth £50.
Borough franchises extended to householders in properties worth £10. Ancient voting
rights retained in most cases as long as voter was resident in the borough. Those in
receipt of poor relief prevented from registering to vote.
The first legislation to limit explicitly the Parliamentary franchise to male householders.
Redistribution of Parliamentary seats – new Parliamentary boroughs created, some
boroughs abolished and many counties divided but definition of boundaries left to a
separate Act (Parliamentary Boundaries Act 1832, 2 and 3 William IV, chapter 64)
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4.2

Effects of the 1832 Act

The Great Reform Act increased the electorate of Britain from about 509,000 to about
721,000, an increase of over 40%. However, the total number of adults who could vote was
still less than 8% of the adult population (over the age of 21). The main classes of voters
added to the total were small land-owners, tenant farmers and shopkeepers. 114
The rise in the electorate nationally concealed some significant variations in the effects of the
Act. 115 In the English boroughs, the electorate rose by about 61%, from 168,298 in 1831 to
270,639 in 1832, although the lack of voter registration before 1832 makes the figures
approximate. 116 The lack of contested elections in the period also makes the accuracy of
some pre-registration electorates uncertain.
Three quarters of this rise was as a result of the creation of new Parliamentary boroughs. 117
Some of the most significant increases in the electorate were in boroughs where the borough
corporation formed the electorate or tightly controlled those eligible to vote. Bath is the most
extreme example where the electorate rose from 30 in 1830 to 2,329 in 1832. 118
In some of the boroughs that retained their right to return MPs, the electorate actually fell as
a result of the Reform Act. This was particularly the case in places where non-resident
freeman had previously been eligible to vote but who were disfranchised by the residence
requirement. Some of the ‘potwalloper’ boroughs such as Preston, where male suffrage was
generally much wider, saw a decrease in electorates as poorer voters no longer fulfilled the
requirement to qualify for a vote, or could not or would not pay the fee to register. 119
The county electorate saw a more modest increase in the electorate, from an estimated
266,232 in 1830 to 344,015 in 1832, an increase of 29%. As with the borough electorates the
lack of registration and contested elections makes the pre-1832 figures approximate. The
county electorate in Wales as a whole saw a similar level of increase with a 27.5% increase
of the electorate from 19,936 to 25,462. 120
In some counties the electorate decreased in size. This was in part because of the number of
new Parliamentary boroughs created, which therefore no longer contributed to the county
electorate. Yorkshire, for example, saw the creation of 7 new Parliamentary boroughs (a net
increase of 4) which included Leeds, Bradford and Sheffield. The county electorate across
the three Ridings of Yorkshire declined by 34% (nearly 17,000). 121
As with the boroughs, some of the reduction across England and Wales was due to the
unwillingness of potential voters to register. As well as the requirement to pay to register
many voters refused to register as they did not see why they had to, having never needed to
register in the past. 122
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Change in English electorate 1831‐32
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The continuation of property qualifications for voting meant that plural voting continued to be
possible. An elector might be entitled to a university vote as well as a residential vote. The
inclusion of business premises meant that some people could qualify for a business vote and
a residential vote. Some men even qualified for all three but in cases where a voter was
entitled to a business vote and a university vote he could only use one of them. 123 However, if
someone qualified for a residential vote in more than one seat he was able to exercise both
votes.
The Great Reform Act of 1832 was seen by many as an Act to settle once and for all the
question of the Parliamentary franchise. The Tory Party considered it a “final and irrevocable
settlement of a great constitutional question”. 124 Others saw it as doing no more than was
necessary and its supporters saw it as a remedy to the many ills of the system that existed
before 1832. 125
In reality its achievements were modest. The worst of the rotten boroughs were abolished but
according to Hostettler and Block, 70 boroughs continued to be controlled by patrons and
wide disparities remained between the electorates of the smallest and largest seats, which
meant small boroughs had the same influence as new boroughs like Manchester. 126
The Reform Act also failed to eliminate corrupt practices at elections. Bribery and corruption
continued and the lack of a secret ballot meant intimidation was easy. 127 The abolition of
closed boroughs and creation of new electorates meant greater opportunities to bribe new
electors. 128 Treating increased after the Reform Act, 129 and violence and intimidation
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continued; voters were sometimes terrorised on polling day by hired thugs. 130 Many county
landlords also managed to exert undue influence on their tenants. 131
The complexities of the registration system led to people not registering, some through
apathy, as they did not see why they should need to register, and some through cost, as the
shilling payment deterred many poorer voters from registering. 132

5

1832 Reforms in Scotland and Ireland

5.1

Scotland

One month after the passing of the Great Reform Act an equivalent Act was passed for
Scotland. 133 In terms of the extension of the Parliamentary franchise this was the most
significant of the three Reform Acts passed in 1832 and was less of a reform act and more of
an Act of enfranchisement. Scotland had been described as resembling “one vast, rotten
borough” where elections were rare and those that were held could not be described as
representative. 134
The county franchise was retained by those voters who already had the ‘superiority’ or
parchment vote. The Parliamentary franchise was also extended in a similar way to the
extension of the vote in England. It was extended to occupying freeholders of a property
worth £10 and to leaseholders of property worth £10 as long as the lease was not less than
57 years; to tenants of £50 properties with a lease of at least 19 years and to those renting a
property worth £50 or more.
The Parliamentary franchise in the burghs was transformed. The Act abolished the election
of Members of Parliament by delegation and removed the burgh councils from the election
process. The burgh franchise was the same as proposed for the rest of the United Kingdom,
the £10 householder qualification.
The Act increased the number of MPs from Scotland from 45 to 53. The county
representation remained at 30 MPs and the extra 8 seats were granted to the burghs but
there was limited redistribution in comparison to England.
Electoral registration was also introduced by the Act, as in England, and the register had to
be updated annually. A fee of two shillings was required to register. Various sections of the
Act dealt with different aspects of electoral administration, such as polling times and
penalties for breaches of the Act.
The Act omitted university representation for Scotland. An attempt had been made during the
passage of the Bill to create two university seats with one given to St Andrews and Glasgow
and the other seat to Edinburgh and Aberdeen. It was rejected because Master’s degrees
could be granted by Scottish universities without residence or examination and there was no
true parallel with Oxford, Cambridge or Dublin. 135
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Change in Scottish electorate 1831‐32
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The Scottish Reform Act had a significant impact on the size of the electorate. The county
franchise rose from about 3,200 to over 31,000. The burgh franchise rose from what was
effectively a self-perpetuating closed electoral system of 1,300 council members to a far
more representative 32,000. 136
5.2

Ireland

Two months after the Great Reform Act of 1832 a similar Act was passed to apply to
Ireland. 137 As with the Great Reform Act it was the third version of the Bill that was eventually
passed. Many of the provisions were similar to those in the Great Reform Act. Catholic
emancipation and attempts to restore the 40 shilling freeholder vote from the county
franchise made the Bill controversial but the need to end the monopoly of some corporations
and patrons and to open up the electorate in some of the Irish boroughs meant Ireland could
not be overlooked during the reforms of 1832. 138
The county franchise remained with those who had a £10 freehold (it was not reduced to the
40 shilling level) but extensions of the county franchise were similar to those in England and
Wales. A leasehold franchise was granted to those with a leasehold for life of at least 60
years and a property valued at £10, or at least 20 years and a property valued at £20; a
leasehold of £10 held for at least 20 years, and £10 copyholders. 139
The borough franchise in the county borough seats was extended to £10 freeholders, £20
leaseholders and £10 householders (whether rented or owned) who were occupants. In the
county boroughs the 40 shilling qualification was retained for those who still had it.
In Parliamentary boroughs that were not administratively ‘counties of themselves’ the £10
householder vote applied. As in England and Wales, voters could only vote in a borough
election if their qualification to vote was within a Parliamentary borough but satisfied both
requirements of borough and county franchise.
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The university franchise was extended to all scholars who were on Dublin University’s books
who were of age and had a Masters degree or higher. This raised the university electorate
from nearly 90 to over 2,000. 140
The Act applied the rules for registration to boroughs as well as counties and a fee was
required to register. The Parliamentary franchise was dependent on appearing on the
electoral register.
The Irish Reform Act was more modest than the English equivalent when it came to
redistribution of seats. Five additional Members were created: one each for Belfast, Limerick,
Waterford, Galway and the University of Dublin, but no boroughs were disfranchised. The
reform of borough representation at the time of the Union with Great Britain had eradicated
the rotten boroughs.
The increase in the size of the electorate in Ireland was about 19 %. The borough franchise
rose from 22,603 to 29,444 141 and the county vote rose by about 8,300 to 60,500. This was
still a fraction of the number entitled to vote before the abolition of the 40 shilling county
franchise in 1829.
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The Parliamentary Voters (Ireland) Act 1850

In 1848 a Bill was introduced to remove ambiguities within the Irish franchise and to remove
the “many and grave abuses” of the registration in Ireland. 142 It was the third version of the
Bill that went on to become an Act.
The purpose of the Bill was to remove ambiguities of the franchise that led to different
interpretations of who could be entered on the register; barristers and Judges could not
agree on who was eligible to be registered.
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The Bill also made provision to extend the Parliamentary franchise. This was during the
potato famine in Ireland and in introducing the Bill, in 1848, the Irish Secretary stated:
He would not weary the House by going into detail, or by alluding to figures; but
documents were at the command of every hon. Member of the House to show that the
constituencies of Ireland were dwindling away, and yearly becoming less; and except
the House stepped in and legislated on the subject, the representative system in
Ireland would become nothing more nor less than a nullity. 143

The third stated aim of the Bill was to create a Parliamentary franchise unconnected with any
tenure, but based on the rateable value of a property.
Male householders in Parliamentary boroughs in a property of a minimum rateable value £8
could register to vote at borough elections.
The county franchise was given to householders in a property with a rateable value of a
minimum of £12, or £5 in fee tail property (where inheritance rights were restricted by
common law). 144 The changes to borough and county electorates were expected to
quadruple the numbers of voters in Ireland. 145

7

The Second Reform Act in England and Wales

The Representation of the People 1867 became known as the Second Reform Act. 146 Like
the original Reform Act it applied only to England and Wales and separate legislation was
passed for Scotland and Ireland.
Pressure for a Second Reform Act had grown almost from the passing of the Great Reform
Act of 1832. This was partly in response to the continued corruption in Parliamentary
elections following 1832. The general election of 1841 had such widespread corruption that
the Parliament was generally called the ‘Bribery Parliament’. 147 Middle class Parliamentary
reformers considered that the extension of the franchise would make bribery difficult and
intimidation would disappear. 148
Calls for the extension of the franchise came from an increasingly dissatisfied working class.
The Chartist movement had called for male universal suffrage as one of its demands.
However until 1852 all government administrations, whether Whig or Tory, had suppressed
any effort to reform the Parliamentary franchise. 149
Lord John Russell, who had been one of the architects of the Great Reform Bills of 30 years
before, introduced three bills between 1852 and 1860. All were based on extending the
franchise by lowering the value of the property needed to qualify to register. A Conservative
Bill in 1859 was to extend the franchise by means of so-called “fancy franchises”. These
included qualifications such as having bank savings at a certain level, income from certain
dividends or being a graduate or in the armed forces or civil service. 150
Prime Minister Gladstone introduced a Bill in 1866 which would have reduced the value of
property required in the boroughs to £7. It would also have removed the requirement that all
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rates and taxes had to be paid by the occupier, as many borough occupiers had been
disfranchised because they had not paid their rates on time or they were paid by their
landlord. In the counties the £50 tenant qualification was to be reduced to £14. In both
counties and boroughs anyone with savings of £50 deposited in a bank was to be
enfranchised. The Bill failed and the Cabinet resigned. 151
The Bill that followed in 1867, introduced by Disraeli, was a mixture of reducing the value of
property required to register and “fancy franchises”. 152 Some of the measures which did not
find their way into the final Act were the extension of the vote to men based on their
education or occupation (graduates, ministers of religion, lawyers, medical practitioners and
schoolmasters), having bank savings of £50 or having paid 20 shillings in taxes. The original
Bill also had a clause granting a second vote in a borough election if someone qualified
under both the residential and “fancy franchise” qualifications. 153
The Act made further alterations to the distribution of seats including the granting of a seat in
the House of Commons to the University of London. The existing electorate of the University
seats could now vote by proxy following the passing of the University Elections Act 1861 and
London University was also given this option. 154
Several Parliamentary boroughs were disfranchised for corruption. The people found guilty of
giving or receiving bribes in the boroughs of Totnes, Reigate, Great Yarmouth and
Lancaster, were disqualified from voting in subsequent county elections (Sections 12-16 of
the RPA 1867).
In seats represented by 3 MPs, those boroughs granted an additional seat by this Act and
some counties that were made 3 seat counties in 1832, voters were restricted to two votes
(Section 9). Until now in contested elections with three seats a voter could cast three votes.
And in the City of London, which still had four seats, the maximum number of votes for each
voter was 3 (Section 10).
Borough franchise
The provisions for the Parliamentary franchise which were finally passed had most impact in
the Parliamentary boroughs. The borough franchise was extended to all householders in a
house rated for the poor rate and not in receipt of poor relief themselves. Lodgers occupying
lodgings worth £10 were also enfranchised.
This measure extended the vote to many working class men, although the lodger franchise
was an insignificant part of this; a working class lodger could only register to vote during
office hours and would not have wanted to lose wages in order to gain a vote. 155 As a result
the borough franchise probably more than doubled. Estimates vary but in England and Wales
the borough vote probably rose from about 514,000 (1866) to 1,225,000 (1868). 156 Boroughs
which did not return MPs remained subject to the county franchise.
County franchise
The alteration to the county vote was less significant. The property qualifications were
retained with modifications to the qualifying values of copy and leaseholder but no change to

151
152
153

154
155
156

Ibid, pp250-6
Representation of the People Bill 1867, Bill 79
FB Smith, The Making of the Second Reform Bill, 1992, gives a full account of the passage of the both
Gladstone and Disraeli’s Bills.
University Elections Act 1861 (24 & 25 Victoria chapter 53)
FB Smith The Making of the Second Reform Bill, 1992, pp236-7
Ibid, p236

29

RESEARCH PAPER 13/14

the 40 shilling freeholders. The copyholder and leaseholder property values were reduced
from £10 to £5. These changes only accounted for about 20% of new registrations.
The most significant change was to the tenant franchise. Occupiers who rented a property of
at least £12 (down from £50) could register. This accounted for about 80% of new
registrations to the county vote. 157 Across England and Wales the number of county voters
went up from about 543,000 (1866) to 791,000 (1868). 158
Disqualifications
Section 40 of the Act extended the prohibition of men in receipt of poor relief being
disqualified from registering to vote to county voters.
Section 11 of the Act prohibited anyone who received payment from a candidate in the six
months before an election for the purposes of electioneering (as an agent, canvasser, clerk
or messenger or similar role) from voting.

Main changes of the 1867 Reform Act
Borough franchise extended to all male householders as long as the householder was
not in receipt of poor relief and met registration requirements. Lodgers occupying
lodgings worth £10 also enfranchised.
County franchise thresholds at which men could qualify to register were reduced (for
copyholders and leaseholders the qualifying value of the property was reduced to £5 and
for tenants the value was reduced to £12).
Disqualification from registering to vote if in receipt of poor relief was extended to county
voters.
Anyone receiving payment from Parliamentary candidates for the purposes of
electioneering prevented from voting.
Further reform of the number of seats from Parliamentary boroughs and county
divisions.

8

1868 Reform Acts in Scotland and Ireland

The legislation affecting Scotland and Ireland was passed the year after the Second Reform
Act. Like the legislation for England and Wales the passage of the legislation was never
straight forward and some of the underlying motives for reform were considered to be highly
partisan by some commentators.
Scottish and Irish Bills were both promised by Disraeli in March 1867. A Scottish Bill was
forthcoming but an Irish Bill was initially delayed and then postponed indefinitely, with
Disraeli blaming the political situation in Ireland. He had also had a meeting with influential
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Irish supporters who had demanded the Irish Bill be dropped in order to secure their support
for the English reforms. 159
A Scottish Reform Bill was introduced first in May 1867 but had to be withdrawn after
Scottish Liberals were unhappy that the limited redistribution of seats favoured the Tory
counties and Irish MPs of both parties were angry at a suggestion that Scotland’s seven
extra seats would be at the expense of Irish seats. 160
A new Bill for Scotland was introduced in 1868 which, while altering the redistribution
(English boroughs lost out instead of Irish seats to ensure the House of Commons was not
enlarged), was similar in nature.
An Irish Reform Bill was finally introduced with the Scottish Bill in 1868. It had initially
attempted redistribution as well as reform of the Parliamentary franchise but the redistribution
of seats was thrown out in the face of opposition from the Liberals. 161
8.1

Scotland

The burgh vote was extended to householders not in receipt of poor relief, and to lodgers in a
lodging valued at least £10. The effect on the size of the electorate varied. In Edinburgh the
electorate doubled from about 10,000 in 1865 to 21,000 in 1868. In Glasgow it nearly trebled
from 16,800 to 47,900. 162 The electorate of the Kilmarnock district of burghs (which
comprised 5 burghs in total) increased from 1,645 to 6,531. 163 Across the whole of Scotland
the burgh franchise rose from about 55,500 to 152,000. 164
The county franchise was extended, as in England, by reducing the qualifying thresholds.
Free and leasehold owners were allowed to register if their property was valued at £5 and
above and tenant occupiers who were in properties of £14 and above provided they had not
claimed poor relief were also allowed to register. 165 This extended the county franchise from
50,000 to 75,000. 166
Men who engaged in paid work on behalf of a candidate at a Parliamentary election, either
as agent, canvasser, clerk or messenger, within the six months before an election were
barred from voting. 167
The provisions for the redistribution of seats were modest. An extra MP was granted to each
of the Parliamentary boroughs of Glasgow and Dundee and the counties of Lanark, Ayr and
Aberdeenshire. Hawick, Galashiels and Selkirk were formed into a new district of burghs seat
and the counties of Selkirk and Peebles were merged. In the Glasgow seat voters could cast
only two votes to elect the three MPs.
The Act also created university seats for Scotland for the first time. There were to be two
seats, with one returned jointly for Edinburgh University and St Andrews University, and the
other to represent the Universities of Glasgow and Aberdeen. The electorate was comprised
of the Chancellor, members of the University Court, professors and graduates of the four
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universities. The voters were given the same right to vote by proxy as in university elections
in England.
8.2

Ireland

The Irish Reform Act contained no measures for redistribution. The Bill had contained
provisions for disfranchising six boroughs, granting an extra seat to Dublin and to alter some
of the county seats, 168 but all these measures were dropped following opposition by the
Liberals. 169
The Act reformed the Parliamentary borough franchise by halving the qualifying rateable
value of a property from the £8 level, agreed in 1850, to £4. 170 Lodgers in lodgings valued at
£10 or above could register to vote.
The county franchise remained at £12 but the Act made provision for joint occupancy
registration.
As with Scotland, men who engaged in paid work on behalf of a candidate at a Parliamentary
election, either as agent, canvasser, clerk or messenger, within the six months before an
election were barred from voting. 171
According to FB Smith in The Making of the Second Reform Act, the “planned increase in
voters was negligible, only 9,000, and once Members threw out the redistribution, they
hurriedly passed the rest in two nights in a hot sultry June” as a Dissolution of Parliament
was imminent. The Scottish and Irish reform Acts were carried “with a minimum of interested,
informed discussion and a maximum of irresponsible contempt.” 172
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9

The Ballot Act 1872

The Parliamentary and Municipal Elections Act 1872, known as the Ballot Act, did not extend
the Parliamentary franchise but altered significantly the way men exercised their vote. Until
this Act voting in elections took place by way of a public show of hands or by a public
declaration. As noted above, intimidation and bribery to gain votes were commonplace and
the requirement to publicly declare your vote did nothing to prevent this.
Attempts had been made to introduce voting by secret ballot in the unsuccessful Reform Bill
of 1831. Lord Durham, who drafted the Reform Bill with Lord Russell, had included a
provision for a secret ballot in the original draft but this was deleted by Lord Grey, the Prime
Minister, in Cabinet, along with provisions for five-year Parliaments. 173
In the period between the First and Second Reform Acts the Chartist movement had
demanded secret voting at Parliamentary elections as a fundamental principle and Radicals
in Parliament had introduced various motions in the House of Commons in an attempt to
initiate voting by secret ballot.
In 1862 leave was given to introduce a Ballot Bill, with the motion agreed by 83 votes to
50. 174 In the brief Second Reading debate on the Bill, which was defeated (211 votes to 126),
the then Home Secretary, Sir George Grey, stated:
Instead of being a check on bribery, it would facilitate it by preventing detection in
many cases…In his opinion, the elective franchise was both a trust and a duty; and,
without affirming that the electors were trustees for the whole community, he would say
that they ought to be subject to the ordinary rule of letting the public know how the trust
was fulfilled and the duty was discharged. 175

In 1870 a Select Committee of the House of Commons investigated the mode of election at
municipal and Parliamentary elections. This was in part a response to the levels of corruption
and intimidation that prevailed at the 1868 general election. 176
The Committee noted that bribery and treating had frequently been proved in many disputed
Parliamentary borough elections where petitions had been presented to election courts. It
noted that intimidation was harder to prove but was clearly practiced. In county elections
fewer petitions and less corruption were apparent but “intimidation and undue influence are
very largely practised”. 177 On municipal elections it was more scathing, stating that many
voters would not vote unless paid, sometimes in drink tickets rather than cash, and rioting
often took place on polling day. 178
The Committee recommended that the secret ballot, the closing of public houses on polling
days and the banning of using pub rooms as election committee rooms would “not only
promote the tranquillity of both municipal and Parliamentary election, but would also protect
voters from undue influence and intimidation”. 179 The Committee had also noted the
extensive deployment of army troops during Irish elections. It considered that this hindered
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free elections and considered the ballot as the only way of ending a significant military
presence in Ireland during elections. 180
A Bill was introduced and passed by the Commons in 1871 but was thrown out by the House
of Lords. The Bill was introduced in the next session but the measure was passed with little
enthusiasm and “in spite of the all but unanimous hostility of the House of Lords, the secret
disapproval of the House of Commons and the indifference of the general community”. 181
The Ballot Act abolished the open method of voting and introduced the right to vote by secret
ballot whereby no one except the voter need know how he voted. The Ballot Act is no longer
in force but the historic principle of a secret ballot was carried forward in consolidating
legislation.
Little has changed in the process of voting at polling stations since the passing of the Act,
which stated:
In the case of a poll at an election the votes shall be given by ballot. The ballot of each
voter shall consist of a paper (in this Act called a ballot paper) showing the names and
description of the candidates. Each ballot paper shall have a number printed on the
back, and shall have attached a counterfoil with the same number printed on the face.
At the time of voting, the ballot paper shall be marked on both sides with an official
mark, and delivered to the voter within the polling station, and the number of such voter
on the register of voters shall be marked on the counterfoil, and the voter, having
secretly marked his vote on the paper, and folded it up so as to conceal his vote, shall
place it in a closed box in the presence of the officer presiding at the polling station (in
this Act called the ‘presiding officer’) after having shown to him the official mark at the
182
back.

As a result of the Act, intimidation of voters was undermined although there continued to be
instances of corruption. In Worcester, in 1906, there were 500 voters mainly of the “needy
and loafing classes” who were prepared to sell their votes for drink or money. 183
Other attempts were made to tackle the problem of bribery. The Corrupt Practices Act 1854
was the beginning of regulation of election expenses but the Act was fairly ineffective. Until
1868 Parliament had itself dealt with petitions on disputed elections. House of Commons
committees investigated and ruled on accusations of intimidation, corruption, bribery, treating
or malpractice at elections.
In 1868 Disraeli succeeding in transferring the consideration of election petitions to the
courts, which were less lenient, with further changes to the petition process in 1879. These
helped but corruption was not entirely eliminated. 184
Following the 1880 general election there were 42 election petitions presented. Of these 28
came to trial and for 8 boroughs Royal Commissions were established to investigate in detail
bribery during the election.
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The judgements of the petitions led the Liberal government to introduce legislation without
waiting for the inquiries of the Royal Commissions. 185 The legislation eventually became the
Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act 1883, which tightened the regulation. 186 Together the Ballot
Act and the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act formed the basis of modern electoral
administration law. 187

10

The Third Reform Act

The Representation of the People Act 1884, also known as the Third Reform Act, was the
next milestone in the extension of the franchise. 188 It was significant for introducing the first
uniform Parliamentary franchise across the whole of Britain and Ireland although it retained
almost all of the ancient voting rights still in force at the time the Bill was introduced.
The Reform Act did not include redistribution of seats. Redistribution came as a result of the
Redistribution of Seats Bill. A Boundary Commission was established to recommend
boundaries while the Bill was still going through Parliament. The Commission was appointed
in November 1884 and reported in February 1885. 189 The recommendations were
incorporated into the Bill which became the Redistribution of Seats Act 1885. 190
The Redistribution of Seats Act reformed all county constituencies so that each seat only
returned a single MP. Larger towns and cities were divided into single Member borough
constituencies but a number of undivided borough seats continued to return 2 MPs (the last
two Member seats were abolished in 1950).
The main effect of the Reform Act was to extend the householder voting rights enjoyed in the
Parliamentary boroughs to those living in the counties. The Prime Minister, Gladstone,
sought leave to introduce the Bill by saying:
The principle upon which it proceeds is, that the head of every household, under the
conditions of the law, shall vote…It is, in point of fact, if it is to be described by a single
phrase, a Household Franchise Bill for the United Kingdom”. 191

One reason for the push to equalise the Parliamentary franchise between the Parliamentary
boroughs and the counties was the growth of suburban areas. Any boundary alterations that
had been implemented in borough seats in 1832 and 1868 had, in most cases, been very
modest. With the growth of towns in the Victorian era this had led to many suburban
households of the same or similar nature to those within the boundaries of the Parliamentary
boroughs being excluded from the Parliamentary franchise. This was because they were
beyond the borough boundaries and subject, therefore, to the county franchise.
Another consequence of urban growth was that working men who had been granted borough
franchises in 1868 were disfranchised by the need to move beyond the boundaries of the
Parliamentary borough to where their work was located. Gladstone highlighted this using
Glasgow as his example;
It is that of the ship-building works on the Clyde. Those works were within the precincts
of the City of Glasgow, and the persons who laboured in them were able to remain
within the city, being near their work, and at the same time to enjoy the franchise. But
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the marvellous enterprise of Glasgow, which has made that city the centre and crown
of the shipbuilding business of the world, could not be confined within the limits of the
City of Glasgow, and it moved down the river. As the trade moved down the river the
artisans required to move down the river with it. That was a matter of necessity, and
the obedience to that necessity involves, under the present law, wholesale
disfranchisement. 192

Section 2 of the Act stated that “a uniform household franchise and a uniform lodger
franchise at elections shall be established in all counties and boroughs throughout the United
Kingdom”. 193 The Section still explicitly prohibited female enfranchisement by stating “every
man” possessed of the household qualification would be entitled to register to vote.
The number of men added to the electoral register, mainly agricultural and other labourers in
county seats who had a settled home, was about 2,000,000. This was an increase of nearly
70% and took the electorate to about 5,000,000. 194
The Act, like its predecessors, did not strip men in England and Wales of their ancient voting
rights. However, by 1885-86 those with ancient voting rights, for example resident freemen in
the boroughs or county freeholders, numbered only 35,066. 195
The Act also did not attempt to change plural voting, where men who met the qualification to
vote in more than one seat, and were registered to vote in each seat, could continue to do
so. This was at a time when general elections took place over many days (voting in a general
election on a single day did not start until 1918). In 1910 it was estimated that there were
over 500,000 plural votes and at least 80% were affiliated to the Conservative Party. 196
During the Committee stage of the Bill an amendment was tabled to remove plural voting but
it was easily defeated. 197
One form of plural voting that was specifically tackled was the so-called “faggot vote”.
Attempts had been made to prevent this before but proved unsuccessful (see section 2.1
above) but Section 4 of the 1884 Act specifically restricted the practice. “Faggot votes” were
multiple votes derived from one freeholding that conferred an ancient right to the county
franchise. If one large freeholding was subdivided into smaller holdings that still each had a
value of 40 shillings the subdivision could be granted as a temporary freeholding to other
men purely for the purposes of voting.
In the course of the debate on the Representation of the People Bill 1884 one Member refers
to a holding in West Somerset that had been subdivided into 33 separate holdings conferring
votes upon “33 Bristol Tory merchants who had nothing to do with West Somerset, and never
came there except to vote at the elections”. 198
Section 10 of the 1884 Reform Act contained a provision that any man subject to a legal
incapacity to be registered should remain unable to register. By the time of this Act certain
statute and common law restrictions had become established (see Section 16 below).
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Main changes of the 1884 Reform Act
First uniform Parliamentary franchise across the whole of the United Kingdom (although
existing voting rights were retained).
Equalised householder voting qualifications between county and borough franchises
partly to take into account the increasing suburban nature of some county seats.

Proportion of adults (21 years +)
registered to vote
28%
Registered electorate
72%

Non‐registered adults

Source: Robert Blackburn, The Electoral System in Britain, 1995, p66
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Female Suffrage before 1918

Mary Wollstonecraft is generally recognised as the founder of the movement seeking
freedom and equality for women; her book A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was
published in 1792. 199 As noted above (Section 4) legislation explicitly excluded women from
the Parliamentary franchise in 1832, 200 and the first petition presented to Parliament seeking
votes at Parliamentary elections was in 1832. 201 It was not until the mid-nineteenth century
that the women’s suffrage movement gained momentum.
The Second Reform Act in 1867 saw the first serious attempt to debate Parliamentary votes
for women. 202 Some women had been allowed to vote in local elections since 1818. The
Vestries Act 1818 allowed women to vote in parish vestry elections although ‘this same right
was denied married women on the grounds that their husbands would vote on their
behalf.’ 203
During the Committee stage of the Second Reform Bill in 1867, one of the MPs for
Westminster, John Stuart Mill, introduced an amendment to replace the word ‘man’ with the
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word ‘person’ in order to extend the Parliamentary franchise to women. 204 The amendment
was defeated by 196 votes to 73 but women still attempted to register to vote by citing an Act
of 1850. 205 This Act stated that words of the masculine gender were to be deemed to refer to
females unless expressly noted otherwise. In 1868, a court case in the Court of Common
Pleas ruled that the word “man” included women when referring to observance of laws and
taxation but included only male persons when referring to the Parliamentary franchise. 206
Between 1869 and 1884 there were almost annual debates on women’s suffrage in
Parliament. 207 These were not successful in securing the Parliamentary franchise for women
but there was some advancement in local franchises. 208
In 1869 women in England and Wales were first given the right to vote in local elections. In
1834, when enlarged poor law unions were formed, women parish ratepayers could vote to
elect poor law union guardians. However, the Municipal Corporations Act 1835 denied
women this right by defining the local electorate in the same terms as the Great Reform Act,
by inserting the words ‘male persons’. 209
The Municipal Franchise Act 1869 gave the vote and right to stand as poor law guardians to
women ratepayers. The right of women to vote and stand for school boards followed in 1870
with the Elementary Education Act 1870. 210
Some married women attempted to register for the local government franchise but a court
case in 1872 established that the vote should only be given to single women ratepayers and
not the wives and daughters of ratepayers. The courts ruled that the Municipal Franchise Act
1869 could not override the common law principle that a married woman’s rights were
subsumed with those of her husband’s. Despite this restriction, by 1900 the number of
women registered for the local government franchise in England was over 1 million. 211
In Scotland, 1872 saw women eligible to vote and stand in school board elections and in
1881 women could vote in burgh elections. In England and Wales, the Local Government Act
1888 gave women ratepayers the vote in borough and county council elections. Votes for
women in Scottish county elections followed a year later. 212
During the passage of the Third Reform Bill, in 1884, an amendment was moved by William
Woodall, MP for Stoke-on-Trent, in Committee to extend the Parliamentary franchise to
women. On moving his amendment Woodall said:
No one who has watched the course of public opinion on this subject will hesitate to
say that there has been a remarkable and very strong growth of public opinion in its
favour. The time has long since gone by when the proposal to enfranchise women was
received with derision. 213
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After a lengthy debate the amendment was rejected by 271 votes to 135. 214
Three Bills which became known as the ‘Conciliation Bills’ were introduced in 1910, 1911
and 1912 by backbench MPs from all parties. These Bills, all unsuccessful, would have
enfranchised certain property-owning women and were not supported by all campaigners for
women’s suffrage.
The Liberal government of Herbert Asquith introduced a Reform Bill in 1912 to consolidate
electoral matters by repealing 30 statutes and partially repealing another 47. 215 The
government intended to allow for amendments discussing female suffrage at the Committee
stage of the Bill in January 1913, but the Speaker of the House ruled that if the amendments
had been carried then the Bill would be substantially altered and would need to be withdrawn
and reintroduced as a new Bill. 216
The withdrawal of the Bill led to increased militancy from parts of the suffragette movement.
The subsequent introduction of the Women’s Suffrage Bill of 1913, a Private Members’ Bill
facilitated by the government, meant that the issue was dominated by the violence of militant
suffragettes rather than the merits of women’s suffrage and the Bill was defeated on Second
Reading by 269 votes to 221. 217
At the outbreak of the First World War saw the leading militant organisation campaigning for
women’s suffrage, the Women’s Social and Political Union, led by Emmeline and Christabel
Pankhurst, suspend militant action almost immediately and its national organisation was
wound up.
The leading peaceful campaigning organisation, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage
Societies, led by Millicent Fawcett, also mainly re-directed its active work towards the war
effort, while campaigning continued behind the scenes. Other smaller organisations
attempted to continue campaigning but were hampered by lack of funds and shortages of
paper to publish campaign material. 218
Some women over 30 years of age were first granted the Parliamentary franchise following
the Representation of the People Act 1918 (see below for more detail). The timing of the Act
has meant many commentators have concluded that the extension of the Parliamentary
franchise to some women was a ‘reward’ for the patriotism showed by women during the
First World War. Others have pointed to the fact that the process that led to the Act was
driven more by the need to deal with the disenfranchisement of soldiers and that many of the
younger women who contributed most to the munitions work and auxiliary forces remained
without the vote. 219 Even those women over 30 were not automatically granted the
Parliamentary franchise, their qualification was dependent on qualification to a local
government vote, which left 22% of women over 30 disenfranchised. 220
Overall the War gave both politicians and campaigners the opportunity to change their minds
and their tactics, but other reasons were also important including the groundwork done by
campaigning organisations before the War, a desire on both sides not to return to militant
suffragette action, and a more general change in social attitudes.
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12
The Representation of the
People Act 1918
The Representation of the People Act
1918 was a milestone piece of
legislation
which
created
almost
universal male suffrage and for the first
time allowed some women to vote at
Parliamentary elections.
There were no significant changes made
to Parliamentary election law between
the Representation of the People Act
1884 (and the Redistribution of Seats
Act 1885 which was an accompanying
piece of legislation following on from
extending the Parliamentary franchise)
and the Representation of the People
Act 1918. 221
There had been several attempts to alter
aspects of electoral law but it had been
difficult to find common ground.
Various attempts had been made to
enfranchise women and the issues of
plural voting, universal male suffrage
and electoral registration had all been
raised in Parliament in the early years of
the twentieth century.

Representation of the People Act 1918, Parliamentary Archives,
HL/PO/PU/1/1918/7&8G5c64 © Parliamentary copyright
images are reproduced with the permission of Parliament

Asquith’s Reform Bill in 1912 attempted to consolidate electoral matters by repealing 30
statutes and partially repealing another 47. 222
There was little cross party support for the main electoral issues and the Bill failed. Women’s
suffrage was generally opposed by Conservatives MPs and supported by Liberal MPs. 223
However, a number of Liberal cabinet members, including Asquith, personally opposed
giving women the vote, and others including Lloyd George opposed giving the vote only to
propertied women, which would benefit the Conservatives. Attempts to abolish plural voting
were also opposed by the Conservatives. 224 The First World War brought about a political
truce between the parties and also between politicians and suffragettes.
The Parliamentary electoral register in force at the outbreak of the First World War continued
but all local elections were postponed and registration ceased in July 1915. In January 1916
the Parliament and Registration Act 1916 made provision for the extension of Parliament (the
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Parliament would have had to been dissolved at the beginning of February had no provision
been made to extend its life).
There was little demand for a general election but the wartime coalition was initially fragile
and a general election continued to be a real possibility. 225 This focused attention on electoral
registration. The electoral register was becoming increasingly out of date and if a new
register was to be prepared only about 50% of electors would be able to register because of
war work taking them away from their homes. Many soldiers would be also disenfranchised
because they were absent from home. 226
Prime Minister Asquith announced that the Coalition Government had been unable to agree
on a solution and a select committee of the House would be formed to examine the issue.
The motion was tabled on 19 July 1916 but it was not received well by the House of
Commons as many Members felt the important issues should be settled by the government
and not a Select Committee which had no power to make its decisions binding. 227 Asquith
closed the debate, having appeared in the Commons Chamber after being told how the
debate was going, by withdrawing the motion:
The Government, after most carefully considering the matter in all its aspects and
finding it exceedingly difficult to arrive at a practical solution, thought this was a matter
concerning primarily the House of Commons, and they thought that the assistance and
advice of a Select Committee might constitutionally be invoked. If the House does not
think so I certainly shall not press the Motion. 228

The problem for the government was how best to deal with the problems of registration
without raising fundamental questions about the Parliamentary franchise and eligibility to
register. If questions of the franchise were raised the controversial question of votes for
women would inevitably have to be included. The government also faced pressure to deal
with registration before the end of the life of the Parliament or face opposition to further
extend the life of the Parliament. 229
In the end the government extended the life of the Parliament with the Parliament and Local
Election Act 1916 and introduced a separate Bill to deal with registration, the Special
Register Bill 1916. The Bill attempted to temporarily solve the problems of war time
registration without dealing with the registration and enfranchisement of soldiers, who would
have been disenfranchised by their absence from a qualifying household. Just before the
Second Reading stage of the Bill the Speaker ruled that any amendment to enfranchise
soldiers or women tabled to the Committee stage would render the Bill a new Bill. 230 The Bill
was later dropped. 231
During the Second Reading debate Walter Long, MP for the Strand division of Westminster
and President of the Board of Local Government, who had introduced the Bill, said:
I myself believe that if we agreed amongst ourselves, and the Government offered any
assistance which they could, and which, I believe, they would gladly do, to set up—I
will not say a Committee, because that is not exactly what I mean— but a
representative conference, not only of parties, but of groups, a conference which would
really represent opinion on these three subjects: electoral reform, revision of your
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electoral power when you have got it, and registration, I believe— and I do not speak
altogether out of books—that such a conference of earnest men, holding strong views,
bitterly opposed to each other, if they were face to face with these difficulties…would
produce an agreed system for all three questions upon which the great mass of opinion
of the people of this country could come together. 232

This idea led to the creation of the Speaker’s Conference that eventually gave rise to the
Representation of the People Act 1918. 233
The conference was established in October 1916 under the chairmanship of the Speaker,
James Lowther, although he accepted the position without enthusiasm. 234 It was designed to
represent a broad range of opinions. There were 5 Members of the House of Lords (3
Conservative/Unionist and 2 Liberals) and 27 Members of the House of Commons (11
Conservative/Unionist, 10 Liberals, 3 Nationalists and 3 Labour).
The members of the conference were fairly evenly split between supporters and opponents
of women’s suffrage and also between universal male suffrage and those that favoured the
status quo. 235 The Conference was not a formally constituted Committee of the House and
there was no precedent to limit its options. 236
The Conference reported its findings by way of a letter from the Speaker to the Prime
Minister, by this time David Lloyd-George. 237 Agreement had been found in all the areas it
had been asked to inquire into: the reform of the franchise, redistribution of Parliamentary
seats, reform of electoral registration and the method of costs of elections.
Most of the suggested measures were agreed unanimously (including the use of the single
transferable vote in multi-Member constituencies, redistribution of seats, retaining university
seats and electoral registration). However, the granting of female suffrage, allowing postal
voting, not disqualifying someone from registering to vote if they had claimed poor relief and
the use of the alternative vote in single Member constituencies were agreed by majority.
The two most controversial measures in the Bill, 238 proportional representation in multiMember seats and women’s suffrage, were included on the understanding that free votes
would take place in the House of Commons on whether they were to be retained in the Bill;
the government would accept the decision of the House.
The two most significant effects of the Act were to introduce near-universal male suffrage
and to extend the Parliamentary franchise to some women for the first time. The provisions
were in separate parts of the Act and the qualifications for men and women were quite
different.
12.1

Male suffrage

On the recommendations of the Speaker’s Conference the new Act swept away all previous
existing rights to the Parliamentary franchise (with the exception of a provision for Liverymen
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in the City of London). The Act repealed 31 existing statutes dealing with the franchise and
registration and part-repealed 32 more. 239
In order to register for Parliamentary elections men had to be 21 years, not subject to any
legal incapacity to vote and to have satisfied the requisite residence or business premises
occupation qualification.
The Bill as introduced included a provision to maintain the restriction that men who had
claimed poor relief or alms during the qualifying period were prevented from registering to
vote, but this was removed during the passage of the Bill. 240 It therefore meant that there
would be near universal suffrage for men aged 21 or over (some restrictions remained, see
Section 12 below). It meant that around 13 million men were now eligible to register to
vote. 241
For non-business residence the value of the property, the payment of rates or the
freehold/leasehold/tenant status of the voter was no longer relevant. Temporary absence
from the residence during the qualifying 6 months no longer stripped a voter of the right to
register. Men who lived in educational or religious institutions, police barracks and male
domestic servants could all now register. 242 It also permitted sons who were of age but still
living at home to register. 243
Men who had a business premises valued at £10 which they had occupied for six months
could register for a business vote.
Unrestricted plural voting was prohibited but dual voting was allowed, although a second vote
could only be cast if the qualifying business premises was in a separate constituency to the
residence premises. 244
For both residence and business franchises a man could still register if he had moved within
the six months qualifying period as long as he had moved within the Parliamentary borough
or county or to a neighbouring constituency. Neighbouring constituencies could be across
water as long as the stretch of water was not more than six miles wide, such as on
Clydeside. 245
The university Parliamentary franchise was granted to all male graduates who were of age
and who were graduates of one of the universities that formed one of the university
constituencies. There were two seats each for Oxford and Cambridge. The Universities of
London and Wales got one seat each and there were two seats for a combined university
constituency comprising the universities of Durham, Manchester (Victoria University)
Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield, Birmingham and Bristol.
A combined Scottish universities seat returned three MPs and comprised the universities of
St Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh. 246 The universities constituencies which
returned more than one Member used the single transferable vote system to elect the
Members.
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The 1918 Act also revised and simplified the local government franchise for men. A uniform
local government franchise was granted to all men in occupation of land or premises whether
they were owner or tenant as long as they had been there for the qualifying period.

Main effects of the Representation of the People Act 1918
Universal male suffrage. All previous ancient and nineteenth century voting rights were
repealed and all men over the age of 21 were able to register to vote in Parliamentary
elections as long as they fulfilled residence requirements and were not legally disqualified
from registering to vote.
First female suffrage. Women over 30 could register for a Parliamentary vote as long as
they (or their husband) qualified for a local government vote. The Act also gave single
women over 21 the local government franchise.
Absent voting for military personnel. This included women but the 30 year old restriction still
applied. Men in the military could register and vote from 19 years of age.
Those in receipt of poor relief or alms no longer prohibited from registering to vote.
First Act to codify that only British subjects could register to vote in Parliamentary elections
(this had previously been a common law restriction).
Conscientious objectors prevented from registering to vote until 5 years after the conclusion
of the Great War.
University seat electorates extended to all male graduates who were of age and graduates
of those universities that returned MPs or formed part of the combined universities seats.

Proportion of adults (21+) registered
to vote
26%
Registered electorate
74%

Non‐registered adults

Source: Robert Blackburn, The Electoral System in Britain, 1995, p66
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The meaning of tenant was applied to lodgers of unfurnished rooms and also those residing
in an employer’s premises in which the employer did not reside (lodgers in furnished rooms
were excluded).
This meant that people like school masters or shop assistants who occupied separate living
quarters within a business premises could register for the local government franchise for the
first time (they had been able to register as Parliamentary voters since 1884). 247
12.2

Female suffrage

The vote on retaining the clause on women’s suffrage in the Bill was passed by 385 votes to
55. 248 Debate then followed on the exact terms of women’s suffrage. Equality with men was
never seriously considered as it would have enfranchised up to 14,000,000 women and
would have outnumbered the number of men able to register. 249
Women were allowed to register as Parliamentary voters if they were 30 years old and
qualified for a local government franchise. The local government franchise for women was
also altered by the 1918 Act (it was extended to all single women over the age of 21 on the
same basis as men and in a residence where a husband and wife resided the woman could
qualify for the local government franchise if she was 30 years or older).
As a result of the Act 8.4 million women were granted the Parliamentary franchise. 250
12.3

Armed Forces voting

Special provisions were made for those serving in the Great War. A person serving in His
Majesty’s forces or in certain other roles which meant they were away from home and would
therefore lose the right to a residence vote could register as a Parliamentary elector. It
excluded munitions workers which meant many who had moved to munitions factories were
unable to register. Those personnel serving in Belgium and France could vote by post and
other absent armed forces voters could appoint a proxy. 251
The Armed Forces voting provisions had originally related to the Great War and were due to
expire twelve months after the end of the War. 252 In the Act as passed, there was no time
limit and the provisions applied permanently during peace time. 253
Men and women were covered by the provisions but as with the general franchise provisions
women had to be 30 years old. Men in the Armed Forces covered by these provisions could
register and vote from the age of 19 years. 254

13

Universal adult suffrage

The Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928 was the measure that led to
an equal and universal adult franchise for elections in the United Kingdom. Prime Minister
Stanley Baldwin confirmed the Government had invited the Speaker to preside over another
247
248
249
250
251
252

253
254

Homer Lawrence Morris, Parliamentary Franchise Reform in England from 1885 to 1918, 1921, pp104-2
HC Deb 19 June 1917, c1751-2
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conference similar to that of 1916-17 but that the Speaker had declined to preside because
redistribution of seats and electoral matters had become highly partisan. 255 Instead the
Government introduced a Bill to deal with the single issue of equal franchise as “question of
giving women the vote on the same terms as men there was no difference amongst the
parties”. 256
Equal franchise had been a continuing issue for women's campaigning organisations ever
since 1918. The House of Commons passed a bill in favour of equal franchise as early as
1919, and equal franchise bills were presented to Parliament every year from 1919 onwards.
However many Conservative MPs feared what became known in sections of the popular
press as 'the flapper vote', and some argued strongly that equal franchise should be given at
age 25, rather than age 21. Winston Churchill was one of the strongest opponents of equal
franchise in the Cabinet. It was not until 1927, following the report of a Cabinet Committee
and with strong personal support from Baldwin and William Joynson-Hicks, that the Cabinet
reached agreement on votes for women at age 21 without a Speaker's Conference. 257
The Home Secretary, Sir William Joynson-Hicks, opened the Second Reading debate on the
Bill and explained the affect the provisions would have on the number of registered voters:
We have, in round figures, 12,250,000 men and 9,250,000 women, leaving men with a
majority of something over 3,000,000. When this Bill is passed, the majority will be
2,000,000 the other way, that is, 2,000,000 more women than men with the vote. But if
we accept the principle of establishing representation in this country on the broadest
possible basis…then we cannot possibly leave more than 5,000,000 [women] over the
age of 21 unrepresented by their votes in this House of Commons. 258

The Bill received its Second Reading in the House of Commons on 29 March 1928 and was
passed by 387 votes to 10. 259
Section 1 of the Act repealed the sections of the 1918 RPA that dealt with the different
franchises for men and women and substituted two new sections that dealt with the
Parliamentary franchise and the local government franchise. Both new sections stated that a
“person shall be entitled” to register to vote and therefore assimilated the franchises of men
and women to make them equal regardless of sex as long as the person was not subject to
any legal incapacity to vote.
Section 1 also equalised the university Parliamentary franchise by removing the 30 year old
age limit on female graduates from relevant universities voting in the university seats.
Section 2 of the Act equalised the local government franchise for men and women
The Act also re-enacted the provision that restricted those entitled to register for three votes
(residence, business and university) to one residence vote (regardless of in how many
constituencies the person qualified for a residence vote) and to use only one other vote. The
person could choose whether to vote for a university seat or for a constituency where they
qualified for a business vote but not use both (Section 4).
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14

The Representation of the People Act 1948

The next landmark in the evolution of the Parliamentary franchise came with the
Representation of the People Act 1948. It followed a Speaker’s conference established in
1944 to consider electoral reform and the redistribution of seats. 260
This was the last Act to deal with redistribution of seats, the franchise and conduct of
elections in a single Act. The Act repealed the 1918 RPA and the Representation of the
People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928, amongst others, and re-enacted the main provisions
relating to the franchise, conduct of elections, and absent voting for service voters and others
prevented from voting in person (eg police officers involved on duty or those involved with
the conduct of the poll).
The Parliamentary franchise remained unaltered with all British resident subjects aged 21
years and over able to register to vote as long as they were not legally incapacitated from
doing so. The local government franchise was the same with the exception that the legal
incapacity to vote at local government elections was not exactly the same; Peers in
Parliament could vote at local government elections. The local government franchise
continued to allow business premises holders to register to vote (Section 21(a)(ii)) but the Act
abolished the business vote for the Parliamentary franchise.
Section 1 (2) of the Act explicitly stated that a registered voter could only vote in one
constituency. Section one also stated that every Parliamentary constituency in the country
should return a single Member of Parliament. This abolished the last of the multi-Member
seats and the Act also abolished university constituencies by virtue of their omission from the
Schedule that defined the constituencies in the UK. It meant for the first time that each
Parliamentary elector was entitled to a single vote.
The RPA 1948 re-enacted many of the existing provisions relating to registration of voters
and conduct of elections but for the first time the two separate electoral registers, those for
the Parliamentary franchise and for the local government franchise, were combined. Section
23 (2) of the Act stated:
The two registers shall so far as practicable be combined, the names of persons
registered only as local government electors being marked to indicate that fact.

15

The Representation of the People Act 1969

The next major change to the Parliamentary franchise, like those of 1918 and 1948, followed
a Speaker’s Conference. The Conference was established in 1965 to consider the minimum
voting age; methods and conduct of election; election expenses generally; the use of
broadcasting at elections and the cost of election petitions. 261 It reported in 1968 and made
71 recommendations, 60 of which were accepted by the Government. The resulting Bill also
included provisions relating to local government elections from a similar conference on local
government election law. 262
The Speaker’s conference recommended lowering the age at which people could vote to 20
but the Government introduced the Representation of the People Bill with a provision to
reduce the voting age to 18.
As the Bill was going through Parliament the Family Law Reform Bill was also being
considered. One of the main provisions in that Bill was that the age of majority in terms of the
260
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262
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law was reduced from 21 to 18 years of age. Schedule 2 of the Family Law Reform Act 1949
as passed, specifically exempted Representation of the People Acts from being affected by
this change and therefore the Family Law Reform Act had no bearing on the age at which
people could vote.
On the Second Reading of the Representation of the People Bill the Home Secretary, James
Callaghan, spoke on the Government’s decision to opt for a reduction of the voting age to 18:
Clause 1 is a major part of the Bill. It reduces the minimum age for voting at
Parliamentary and local government elections to 18. It is clear, from our earlier debates
and from the recommendations of your conference, Mr. Speaker, that there is general
agreement that some reduction in the age is called for. As I see it, the choice lies
between the age of 20, which was recommended by Mr. Speaker's Conference, and
the age of 18, which was the age of majority recommended by the Latey Committee for
other than civic purposes and which is now embodied in the Family Law Reform Bill,
which, I understand, will be considered in another place next week. The arguments
were fully gone into in the debate on the White Paper, and the Government have
considered the matter again in the light of that debate.
A number of hon. Members, and especially those who served on your conference, Mr.
Speaker, put the case for fixing the age at 20. Others, including those who did not
serve on that conference, thought that the age would be better at 18. Sufficient spoke
in favour of 18 to give a fair indication that the sense of the House is divided on this
matter. [HON. MEMBERS: "Hear, hear."] That would not be unusual in a Chamber of
this sort. There is, I think, little need for me today, having gone into the age question
only a month ago, to repeat all the arguments I adduced then. There is no new
argument of which I am aware.
Eighteen is the age which Latey found to be suitable for the assumption of civic
responsibilities. It is an age which appeals to the Government as being appropriate for
the casting of a vote. This is a matter of judgment and opinion on which the House will
want to make up its mind, the Government having made up their mind, as I have
indicated. 263

An amendment was tabled during the Committee stage of the Representation of the People
Bill to substitute the age of 18 with the age of 20 recommended by the Speaker’s
Conference. The Home Secretary reiterated the Government’s opposition to the voting age
being 20 years:
I sum up what I have said. It will become increasingly difficult to explain to young
people why for all social purposes they are entitled to regard themselves as adult at
the age of 18, except on the question of the vote. I believe that this would be an
anomaly that would become increasingly difficult to explain. 264

The Amendment was rejected 275 votes to 121. 265
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16

Disqualifications from voting

The RPAs of 1884 and 1918 and subsequent legislation has granted the Parliamentary
franchise to those that satisfied the criteria set out in each piece of legislation as long as they
were not “subject to any legal incapacity” to register.
Some of the restrictions were as a result of common law and some were included in the
legislation. The main disqualifications related to Members of the House of Lords, prisoners,
foreigners and the mentally ill. Below is a brief overview of main disqualifications that exist or
have existed in the past.
16.1

Peers

Peers sitting in the House of Lords have long been subject to a common law prohibition from
registering to vote in Parliamentary elections. 266 The House of Commons explicitly resolved
in 1699 that no Peer of the Kingdom had “any right to give his vote in the election” of a
Member of the House of Commons by way of a sessional order. The order was modified over
the years in relation to Peers who did not have a seat in the House of Lords, for example
Peers of Ireland were exempted from the ban, but the general prohibition remained. 267
In 1872 two Peers challenged their removal from the electoral register in their respective
counties. The Courts ruled that a Peer of Parliament was incapacitated from electing a
Member of the House of Commons and could not therefore appear on the register. 268 At that
time all peers with seats in the House of Lords were hereditary peers. Following the
introduction of Life Peers the prohibition on registering to vote in Parliamentary elections was
extended to Life Peers.
Following the removal from the House of Lords of all but 91 hereditary peers (following the
House of Lords Act 1999) the general common law restriction was replaced by a specific
disqualification that only Members of the House of Lords were prevented from registering to
vote at Parliamentary elections. It meant that the peers who had lost their membership of the
second chamber, and therefore who no longer formed part of the three estates of Parliament
(Sovereign, Lords and Commons), were no longer prevented from registering to vote in
Parliamentary elections for the House of Commons. 269
Today the Lords Spiritual, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York and the 24 most senior
Bishops of the Church of England, by convention do not vote in House of Commons
elections, but whether there is a restriction on them voting in Parliamentary elections has
never been tested in the courts. The Lords Spiritual are not Peers of Parliament and sit in the
House of Lords in an ex officio capacity. In 1983 the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Robert
Runcie, revealed he had voted at the general election of that year but whether or not his vote
was valid was never tested. 270
16.2

Peeresses in their own right

Section 9 (5) of the RPA 1918 Act extended the Parliamentary franchise to peeresses in their
own right (as long as they were 30 years of age). Peers with the right to sit in the House of
Lords were unable to vote (see above). Most hereditary peerages were created by letters
patent which specified the titles passed to the “heirs male of the body”.
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Some early English peerages and many Scottish peerages allowed for titles to be passed to
daughters in the absence of a son. In these cases the right to sit in the House of Lords
associated with the peerage was suspended until they passed back to a male. Hereditary
peeresses in their own right were not permitted to take their seats in the House of Lords until
1963, at which point they lost their right to vote in Parliamentary elections. 271
16.3

Those in receipt of poor relief

The Reform Act of 1832 had prevented men in borough constituencies from registering to
vote if they were in receipt of poor relief or alms. This restriction was extended to county
voters following the Second Reform Act of 1867.
The Representation of the People Bill 1917/18 as introduced included a provision to retain
the disqualification to register to vote if someone had been in receipt of poor relief or alms
but this was removed. The Act as passed explicitly stated that receipt of poor relief or alms
no longer disqualified a person from registering for Parliamentary or local government
elections (Section 9 (1)).
16.4

Those in the employ of a candidate

Since 1867 anyone who received payment from a candidate in the six months before an
election for the purposes of electioneering (as an agent, canvasser, clerk or messenger or
similar role) from voting (see Section 6).
Section 9 (4) of the RPA 1918 ended the disqualification to vote at Parliamentary or local
elections on anyone who was paid by or on behalf of a candidate for the purposes of the
election
16.5

Mental capacity

Case law dating back to at least the 18th century suggested that persons might be regarded
as legally incapable of voting solely by reason of their mental state. The case law referred to
such persons as ‘idiots’ and ‘lunatics’. 272 A distinction was made between lunatics, who had
periods of lucidity, and idiots who were permanently mentally impaired. This restriction
remained in place until 2006.
The Electoral Administration Act 2006 abolished the common law rule which rendered people
unable to vote on the basis of mental incapacity
73 Abolition of common law incapacity: mental state
(1) Any rule of the common law which provides that a person is subject to a legal
incapacity to vote by reason of his mental state is abolished. 273

The measure was added to the Bill at Report Stage in the House of Lords by Lord Rix. 274 He
had spoken on the issue at Second Reading stage:
While the language of "mental handicap" may still be clinging to life in some quarters,
there are some words which nobody today would use and which everyone would now
recognise as offensive, insulting and dehumanising. However, perhaps I should say
"everyone except lawyers", because existing case law governing people's legal
capacity to vote specifically states that "idiots" cannot vote, while "lunatics" can vote
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only during their lucid moments. No doubt some archaic pieces of case law no longer
matter enough to be challenged, but this one has important symbolic and practical
effects. The symbolic effect is to say to people with learning disabilities and mental
health problems that calling them idiots and lunatics is acceptable; if the term is in law,
why should not everyone use it? The practical effect is that, even today, it is widely and
mistakenly believed that people with a learning disability or mental health problems do
not possess that most basic of rights in a democracy—the right to vote and have a say
in who represents them and governs the country. 275

The current Electoral Commission guidance for Electoral Registration Officers states.
...persons who meet the other registration qualifications are eligible for registration
regardless of their mental capacity or lack thereof. Electoral Registration Officers
should therefore ensure that persons with learning difficulties or mental health
conditions are included in the register of electors. 276

16.6

Prisoners

The disenfranchisement of prisoners in Great Britain dates back to the Forfeiture Act 1870
and was linked to the notion of ‘civic death’. The 1870 Act denied offenders their rights of
citizenship. 277 This had not always been the case, in Norwich in the eighteenth century the
returning officer was permitted to enter the city prison to take the vote of freemen who had
been imprisoned. 278
In a publication relating to the Representation of the People Act 1918 (see below) J Renwick
Seager explained that anyone convicted of a felony who had been sentenced to death or
imprisonment for a term exceeding twelve months was unable to register to vote. 279
Those convicted of corrupt practices at a Parliamentary or local government election were
prevented from being registered to vote at elections for seven years. 280
The restriction on prisoners serving a custodial sentence from being registered to vote
continues and is enforced by the Representation of the People Act 1983 as amended. In
October 2005 the European Court of Human Rights ruled that the UK’s current ban on all
serving prisoners from voting contravened Article 3 of Protocol No 1 of the European
Convention on Human Rights. The UK Government has yet to change the law to comply with
the Court’s ruling. 281
16.7

Aliens

Only British citizens were entitled to register as voters. Before the requirement was codified it
was regarded in common law that a person had to be a British subject to be entitled to
register to vote (as long as the other requirements were satisfied). People born within the
British Empire and its Dominions were considered British subjects and therefore had the
same status. The British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914 codified what constituted a
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British subject and therefore could be used to determine which British (and Empire) subjects
were entitled to register to vote in Parliamentary elections. 282
The RPA 1918 Act explicitly stated that only British subjects could register to vote (Section
9(3)). The Act also made some alterations and additional provisions in relation to
disqualifications from registering to vote.
Since 1918 the Empire has been replaced by the Commonwealth. The creation of the Irish
Free State and Northern Ireland in 1922 and the subsequent formal separation of Ireland
from the United Kingdom led to different electoral arrangements for Commonwealth and Irish
citizens. All Irish citizens resident in the United Kingdom and qualifying Commonwealth
citizens are eligible to vote in UK Parliamentary elections (see Section 20 for more detail).
Citizens of non-Commonwealth countries remain ineligible to register to vote in UK
Parliamentary elections.
Citizens of EU countries who are resident in the UK can be registered to vote in local
government, devolved legislature and European Parliament elections but they are not able to
vote in Westminster Parliamentary elections.
16.8

Conscientious objectors

A temporary measure was included in the RPA 1918 to disqualify conscientious objectors
from registering to vote until five years after the War. This included those court-martialled for
conscientious objection. There were exemptions from disqualification if the conscientious
objector had undertaken work of national importance, as certified by a tribunal.

17

The Representation of the People Act 1983

There had been other minor measures passed between 1969 and 1983 but the RPA 1983
was a consolidation measure and currently forms the primary piece of legislation on electoral
law in the UK.
The Bill was introduced in the House of Lords and received its Second Reading on the 2
December 1982. The Lord Chancellor, Lord Hailsham of St Marylebone, introduced the Bill:
My Lords, I rise to move that this Bill be now read a second time. It is a strict
consolidation Bill, bringing together in one Act much of the existing law on elections
and electoral procedure. This is the second consolidation of the electoral legislation.
The arrangement of the present Bill broadly follows that of the first consolidation, the
Representation of the People Act 1949. Its contents fall under four main heads: the
franchise and registration of electors; the conduct of elections; election campaigns; and
legal proceedings following elections. The Bill applies to all parliamentary and local
government elections in the United Kingdom, except that the local government
provisions do not apply to Northern Ireland. The Bill also provides for the repeal of
certain obsolete provisions in the existing legislation. 283

As the Bill was a consolidation measure it passed all its stages in the House of Commons
without debate on the 2 February 1983. 284 The granting of Royal Assent was reported to both
Houses on 8 February 1983. 285
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The Act, although subsequently amended on a number of occasions, remains the primary
parent Act that forms the basis of electoral law in the UK. The landscape in which the RPA
1983, as amended, operates has significantly altered. Devolution, the use of different voting
systems for different elections, the extension of absent voting on demand (see below),
changes to election timetables and proposed changes to electoral registration have not led to
big changes in eligibility to vote in Parliamentary elections but have required many
amendments to existing legislation governing the administration of elections.
In July 2012 the Law Commission published its latest programme of law reform. It included a
project to review of electoral law in the UK. 286 Electoral law revision would need to be UKwide and the Law Commission, in cooperation with the Scottish Law Commission and the
Northern Ireland Law Commission, launched a consultation on the scope of the project. 287 In
announcing the scoping consultation the Law Commission noted that:
Elections are the principal mechanism by which citizens exercise their rights over those
who govern in their name. The law governing the administration of elections should
therefore meet the reasonable expectations of citizens, electoral administrators, and
other participants.
That cannot necessarily be said of the current legal framework for electoral
administration. The current law is spread between some 25 major statutes and many
pieces of secondary legislation, with the general approach being very detailed
prescriptive rules governing each species of election. This results in the law being
overly complex, inaccessible, and voluminous. 288

The Law Commission has indicated that the formulating and consulting on the substantive
proposals in the project would occur between February 2013 and July 2015 with final
recommendations expected in early 2017. 289

18

Overseas voters

During the 1970s there was pressure to extend the Parliamentary franchise to British citizens
living and working abroad. 290 Representations were made to the Speaker’s Conference on
Electoral Law in 1973-4, but the Conference did not make specific recommendations in this
area. The Home Affairs Select Committee subsequently recommended in 1982-3 that all UK
citizens resident in EEC countries should have the right to vote in British Parliamentary
elections. 291
The Government response to the Committee’s report recommended a seven year limit,
noting that ‘in the Government’s view a person’s links with the United Kingdom are likely to
have weakened significantly if he has lived outside it for as long as ten years’. 292 The
Government also recommended that the right be extended to British citizens living in nonEEC countries, noting that it would find it hard to defend provisions giving British citizens the
right to vote in Paris, but not in New York.
There was a period of consultation before legislative proposals were brought forward; the
Representation of the People Act 1985 made provision for British citizens who were resident
overseas to remain on the electoral register in the UK for a period of 5 years.
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The level of overseas registration under the 1985 Act was far lower than expected despite
overseas publicity. Some of the apparent lack of enthusiasm for the new scheme was
attributable to its practical complications, including the need for the elector to take all the
positive steps to register without reminders.
In the Parliamentary session 1988-89 a further Bill was introduced to extend and simplify the
scheme. Some of the qualifying aspects, such as requiring attestation by a consular official,
were removed. The Bill as introduced proposed a 25 year period, but this was reduced to 20
years following amendments which were accepted by the Government. The Bill was enacted
as the Representation of the People Act 1989.
The qualifying time limit was further amended by the Political Parties, Elections and
Referendums Act 2000. Section 141 of the Act reduced the qualifying period to 15 years and
the change took effect on 1 April 2002. 293
In 2009 the Electoral Commission released figures that over 5,000,000 British citizens lived
overseas but at that time only 13,000 were registered to vote. 294 Between 1987 and 2011 the
peak number of overseas voters registered has never exceeded 35,000. 295

19

Absent Voting

Absent voting for those in the armed services was established in 1918 (see Section 11
above) and some civilians were allowed to cast an absent vote following the Representation
of the People Act 1948. 296
In The RPA 1985, which granted the right to register to vote to some British citizens resident
overseas (see above), also extended the right to request an absent vote to anyone who was
unable to vote in person on polling day.
Overseas voters could only register to vote in Parliamentary elections but those who were
resident in Great Britain (the new provisions did not extend to Northern Ireland) who could
apply for postal votes could apply to vote in any election.
Absent voting on demand, regardless of whether you were able to get to your allotted polling
station was made possible by the Representation of the People Act 2000. The
Representation of the People (England & Wales) Regulations 2001 introduced the changes
to the absent voting arrangements from 16 February 2001. 297 It was no longer necessary to
state a reason for applying for an absent vote, or to obtain attestation of illness etc from a
medical practitioner or employer. Applications may be requested and allowed for an indefinite
period, a definite period, or a particular election. 298

20

The Parliamentary franchise for non-British citizens

All Irish citizens resident in the United Kingdom and qualifying Commonwealth citizens
resident in the UK are eligible to vote in all UK elections, including Parliamentary elections.
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Citizens of all other countries are unable to register to vote in Parliamentary elections unless
they become naturalised British subjects.
Citizens of EU countries who are resident in the UK can be registered to vote in local
government, devolved legislature and European Parliament elections but they are not able to
vote in Westminster Parliamentary elections. Citizens of any other countries who are resident
in the UK are not eligible to register to vote in any elections
20.1

Citizens of the Republic of Ireland

Citizens of the Republic of Ireland who are resident in the UK are eligible to register for to
and vote in elections in the UK. This is a result of the historical political ties between the two
countries and stems from the fact that Ireland was at one time formally a part of the United
Kingdom. The Act of Settlement 1701, as well as settling the Protestant Succession to the
Crown, also contained a clause (no longer in force) that stated:
No person born out of the Kingdoms of England, Scotland, or Ireland, or the dominions
thereunto belonging (although he be naturalized or made a denizen, except such as
are born of English parents) shall be capable to be of the Privy Council, or a member
of either House of Parliament, or to enjoy any office or place of trust, either civil or
military, or to have any grant of lands, tenements or hereditaments from the Crown, to
himself or to any other or others in trust for him

After the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922 the situation became rather less clear.
The position was described in a Home Office memorandum which was submitted to the
Home Affairs Select Committee in November 1982:
When the south of Ireland was constituted as a free state within the Commonwealth in
1922 people from both the north and south of Ireland continued to enjoy the same
status of British subject. But the policy of external association which the Irish
government adopted in 1936 made its precise relationship with the Commonwealth
uncertain, and Irish citizens were regarded as British subjects throughout the
Commonwealth but not in the south of Ireland itself. 299

The Representation of the People Act 1948 continued the requirement that only British
subjects could register to vote. At the time the complex nature of the relationship between
the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland gave rise to provisions that allowed Irish
citizens to continue to register as if they were British subjects.
The British Nationality Act 1948 resolved the position by making provision for any citizen of
the Republic of Ireland, who would previously been a British subject because of Ireland’s
former position as part of the United Kingdom, not to cease being considered a British
subject. This special status was further confirmed by the Ireland Act 1949 which was an Act
to confirm the constitutional position between the Republic of Ireland and the United
Kingdom.
The Act formally recognised that the Republic of Ireland ceased to be part of His Majesty’s
dominions but Section 1 (2) confirmed that Northern Ireland continued to form of the United
Kingdom and would not cease to form part of it “without the consent of the Parliament of
Northern Ireland” (Northern Ireland had a devolved Parliament at this time).
Section 2 of the Act explicitly stated that “the Republic of Ireland is not a foreign country for
the purposes of any law in force in any part of the United Kingdom or in any colony”. It
299

Memorandum submitted by the Home Office in Representation of the People Acts. First Report of the Home
Affairs Committee, Session 1982-83 (HC 32-II, 1982-83).
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reaffirmed the principle in the British Nationality Act 1948 that Irish citizens should not be
considered aliens.
Clement Attlee, as Prime Minister, set out the rationale for this conclusion at second reading
of the Ireland Act 1949:As everybody knows, there are in Britain large numbers of people of Irish
descent, some born in Eire and some born in this country, and there is a
continual passage to and fro of people who come over to work or to study or for
pleasure. It would be an extremely difficult thing to decide in every case from
day to day as to what the exact status was of a person with an Irish name, and
if we had had to attempt to make all citizens of Eire aliens, it would have
involved a great expenditure of men and money and a great extension of the
control of aliens. We had in particular also to remember the difficulties caused
because of the fact of the land frontier between Northern Ireland, which is part
of the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth, and Eire.
We therefore came to the conclusion that we should reciprocally decide that
the people of Eire and the people of Britain should not be foreign to one
another. Indeed, I go further. The same action may be taken by other
Commonwealth countries. I do not pretend that the solution at which we arrived
is completely logical – very few things in the relationship between these islands
have been completely logical – but I believe they are practical and I believe that
they are to our mutual benefit. I am aware, of course, that hitherto there has
been this division in international law – it has come down from the past – in
which one has recognised people as either belonging to or foreign, but
international law is made for men, not men for international law. We are moving
into a time when various other relationships are being created. Therefore we
thought this was the most practical solution. 300

The British Nationality Act 1981 s.50(1) continued to exclude Irish citizens from the definition
of “alien” and voting rights of Irish citizens resident in the UK remained unchanged.
20.2

Commonwealth citizens

All qualifying Commonwealth citizens are eligible to register for Parliamentary and local
elections in the UK. ‘Qualifying Commonwealth citizen’ means any Commonwealth citizen
with leave to remain in the UK or any Commonwealth citizen who does not require leave to
remain. 301
The Representation of the People Act 1918 was the first act to define the right to vote
primarily in terms of simple residence in a constituency. Historically aliens had been
excluded from voting by common law and section 9(3) of the RPA 1918 confirmed this by
providing that registration could be afforded only to ‘British subjects’. (ie any person who
owed allegiance to the Crown). In 1918 mass immigration had not occurred, and although
most of the old Commonwealth countries were already independent, they did not seek to
establish their own citizenship until after the Second World War. Thus the status of British
subject remained crucial; the concept originates in common law and was based on
allegiance to the Crown rather than an accident of birth in a particular place. The British
Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914 put into general statutory form that “any person
born within His Majesty’s dominions and allegiance…shall be deemed to be natural-born
British subjects.”
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In The Electoral system in Britain Robert Blackburn comments that the British Nationality and
Status of Aliens Act 1914 was refined by the British Nationality Act 1948 ‘to replace the
notion of common nationality with a system of reciprocal citizenship. It also provided a
system whereby countries such as India and the African republics were still to be regarded,
for nationality purposes and the right to vote, as ‘British subjects’, even though they no longer
owed allegiance to the Crown but retained their position within the Commonwealth with the
British monarch being recognised as Head of the Commonwealth.’ 302
The British Nationality Act 1981 restricted the term ‘British subject’ to two extremely limited
categories. Accordingly the Representation of the People Act 1983 refers to the franchise as
encompassing Commonwealth citizenship, using the term in the broad sense envisaged by
the British Nationality Act 1948. The Government gave assurances during the passage of the
British Nationality Act 1981 that the new definition of British subject would not alter the
possession of civic rights and privileges such as the right to vote. There have been no plans
subsequently to restrict the voting rights of Commonwealth citizens legally resident in the UK
who have not acquired British citizenship.
In 1982 the Home Affairs Select Committee reviewed the voting rights of Commonwealth and
Irish citizens as part of an investigation into the Representation of the People Acts and
recommended no change:
30. Though the historical background is different, the evidence put forward on behalf of
Commonwealth and Irish citizens has many common elements. Both groups are
arguing for the maintenance of their existing civic rights, rather than seeking new ones;
and both feel threatened by the expression of opinions in certain quarters that these
rights should be diminished or removed. In neither case did such a proposal find a
voice in evidence to ourselves, and it would seem therefore that there is no widespread
public demand for the removal of the voting rights of either Commonwealth or Irish
citizens.
31. We recommend that the civic rights arising out of the status established by
the British Nationality Act 1948 and the Ireland Act 1949 should not be disturbed.
We do not accept the argument that those seeking to retain the right to vote should be
obliged to apply for registration or naturalisation as British citizens. There are a number
of practical and emotional considerations which lead us to believe that such a
requirement would be unduly harsh, and we appreciate the particular difficulties facing
Indian citizens who are not allowed to maintain dual nationality. We are also very
conscious of the damaging repercussions which any decision to restrict existing voting
rights would have for our relationships both with Commonwealth countries and with
Ireland.
32. For all these reasons, we support the Home Secretary in resisting calls for the
disfranchisement of any group of citizens within the UK who at present enjoy the
303
right to vote.
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