WHAT FACTORS LED TO BRITAIN BECOMING A DEMOCRACY?

What is a democracy?  It is a form of Government in which every adult has the right to vote in an election for the Member of Parliament of his or her choice.  In a democracy, you would expect to find:

· more than one political party

· regular elections in which people can vote freely

· Government which is responsible to the people who elect it.

So, what turned Britain into a Democracy?

1. Britain was not always a democracy.  In the middle of the 19th century the franchise (the right to vote) was based on property and its value (as indicated by the First Parliament Reform Act of 1832).  This meant only 4% of the population could vote and voters were largely landed aristocracy, tenant farmer, etc, making only 17% of men over 21.  For this reason the government was unrepresentative of the population.  And of course, not a single woman could vote in a general election.

There were too many MPs in the south of England and not enough in the industrial north i.e. MPs were unfairly distributed throughout the country with the north of England and Scotland being the losers.  The system was unfair and unjust, as MPs in huge constituencies in the industrial cities could not possibly represent adequately all their constituents.  Some of them didn’t even try.

However the Second and Third parliamentary Reform Acts of 1867 and 1884-5 did do something about this when in 1867, many more men in the towns and cities were enfranchised (including working men) and some Parliamentary seats were redistributed from South to the North.  The same happened in 1884-5 except more men in country areas got the vote.

Britain was at last on the road to democracy.

Before the Secret Ballot Act of 1872, the system of voting was open to corruption – bribery, intimidation, and peer pressure.  “Bribery was fairly widespread” (Robert Southey) A system where votes were bought, often for vast sums, was undemocratic.

Although the Secret Voting Act of 1872 has a major impact, some forms of corruption lingered on until the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act of 1883, which ended it.

Some advocates of the secret ballot had expected this to end bribery, but in practice the secret ballot often enabled voters to receive payments from both sides instead of one!” (Professor Martin Pugh)

Professor Martin Pugh also says that the fact more men could vote “was being cancelled out because the rising costs of electioneering gave a major advantage to the wealthy.” “…Criticisms of corruption reached a head after the general election of 1880” …At Bridgewater in Somerset, an investigation revealed that 75% of all the voters were “hopelessly addicted to bribery.”

The 1883 Act therefore:

i)   limited the expense for electioneering

ii)  prohibited actions like bribery

iii) set penalties for corruption

As the 19th century progressed, Britain changed from a nation dominated by agriculture and the landed gentry, to a nation of industry, trade and commerce.  The power base was now the industrial magnates.  This change had to be recognised – more political power had to be given to the industrial north of England.  “Britain’s wealth was no longer rooted in the soil.”  The nature of politics was changing.

The transformation taking place in Britain was partly reflected in the Act of 1884-5, when more working men got the vote, and more MPs were given to the industrial cities.

2. This change in the persons wielding power was to result in the almost complete removal of the power of the House of Lords in 1911.  As the landed gentry had dominated the Lords for centuries, their days of power were numbered as Britain industrialised.  The House of Commons became even more the real power in the land, and of course, MPs are elected – the Lords were ‘not’!  They were accountable to no one said Lloyd George, whose People’s Budget of 1909 and Parliament Act of 1911 crippled the Lords.  (Tony Blair intends to finish the job).  As Lloyd George said … the men in the House of Lords “were men with no training, no qualifications, no experience … were simply those whose sole qualification was that they were the first born of persons who had as few qualifications as themselves,”

On the battle between the H.O.L. and the H.O.C. which led to the Parliament Act of 1911, which so reduced the power of the H.O.L., that “the power of the aristocracy was ended.” (Lloyd George).

Again in this battle for power between the H.O.L and H.O.C in the years 1906-1911, a Liberal PM, Sir Henry Campbell Bannerman said that “a way must be found, and a way will be found by which the will of the people, expressed through their MPs, will be made to prevail.

Similar pressure also came from the middle classes, now growing in wealth and influence as Britain changed.  Pressure groups like the Electoral Reform League (and earlier intellectuals like Jeremy Bentham) advocated and demanded political reform.  Their voice would have to be heard.  They could not be accused of being dangerous subversives (extremists) like the Chartists of the 1830s.

Then, as more and more men could vote, the Tories and Liberals began to compete for their votes – both trying to win popular support.

“Every fit man who is not a political danger is morally entitled to come within the pale of the constitution.”  (W. E. Gladstone).  In fact, the 1867 Reform Act was passed partly because the Tories under Benjamin Disraeli believed the Liberals intended to pass sweeping political reforms in the hope of gaining popular support.  So Disraeli got in there first.  But it wasn’t going to end ??? 1867 – the 1867 Reform Act “…was never likely to be more than a temporary expedient to meet the needs of the government of the day.” (Prof M Pugh).

After the 1867 Act, political expediency became a major factor in the thinking of the two main parties, i.e. parties had to seek out votes by listening to the people and dealing with their grievances.  Soon, local party organisations were set up with paid and unpaid officials and agents canvassing for votes.  Politics had become more professional.

So, in a sense, this also made Britain more representative – parties were even more representative of the people.

3. The 4th Parliamentary Reform Act of 1918 gave the vote to women over 30 and all men.  It was passed for a number of reasons –

a) After the failure of the Suffragettes (who did of course put enormous pressure on the Liberal Governments of 1906 –14) it was WW1 which gave women the chance to prove their worth.  They took it.  Men who previously despised and ridiculed women now praised them… “women…we would have never have managed without them.” (Herbert Asquith, ex PM).  He once called the Suffragettes’ campaign “detestable.”  Winston Churchill once said, “women were represented adequately by their husbands.”

b) “Other countries had left Britain behind on the road to democracy – countries like Denmark, Norway and New Zealand had given women the vote before we did.

c) Pressure from forward thinking-politicians in both the main parties.

And of course there is always political expediency.  There were new ideas in politics, eg many were aware of the extreme theories on revolution in society which had come from thinkers like Karl Marx.  Amongst some of our politicians there was fear of revolution, so it was felt that it was “better to reform from the top than have revolution from the bottom,” i.e. give the vote to the workers before they rise up in revolution.

There were other less extreme ideas beginning to influence the working classes (who were becoming more and more educated, and politically aware).  The Tories and Liberals were no longer meeting the needs of Britain’s growing urban proletariat.

There was not really a true choice between the Tory and Whig (later Liberal) Parties – their policies were often too similar, and neither had much to offer the working classes.  Indeed, it was because the established parties had so little to offer the working classes that men like Keir Hardy and Ramsay MacDonald rejected Liberalism and set up their own party, Labour.

So, in a sense, the new Labour Party was to make Parliament more representative of the people, i.e. more democratic.

The payment of MPs began in 1911 (£400 per annum).  It meant MPs could now concentrate on their work as MPs, as they had an income.  It also helped to make politics more professional MPs more responsible to the people.

On payment of MPs in 1911 (£400 per annum) which was to make MPs more responsible to the people – 

When Lloyd George gave the Liberal Government’s reasons for introducing pay for MPs, he remarked that an MP who does his duties to his constituents has very little time for anything else, “i.e. they would not have to work at another job in order to survive, and could concentrate on their work as an MP.”

Conclusion

By the time all men and women over 21 got the vote in 1928, Britain had become a democracy.  Yes, there still was “plural voting” when a voter could vote in more than one constituency, but the reality is that we were a democracy by 1928.

