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The consequences of the Reform Act 
of 1832 (Representation of the People 
Act) have generated considerable aca-

demic debate over the decades. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, with a few notable exceptions they 
have not been represented much in this jour-
nal.1 This overview of Lancashire, the county 
which experienced the most rapid industrial, 

commercial and demographic growth and a 
major centre of earlier Radical agitation for 
parliamentary reform, is necessarily broad in 
approach and some of its generalisations more 
tentative than others, but it hopefully provides 
some indication of the factors which may have 
influenced the political landscape of the county 
in the immediate post-Reform Act decades. 

Great Reform Act
The impact of the Reform Act of 1832 on politics in Lancashire; by Michael Winstanley.
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The reformed electoral system
It is worthwhile at the outset reviewing essen-
tial components of the 1832 Act and how they 
affected Lancashire. 

Nationally there was a redistribution of 
seats. So-called ‘rotten boroughs’ with hand-
fuls of electors were disenfranchised, but in 
Lancashire only Newton-Le-Willows, with an 
estimated fifty electors and two MPs and where 
there had been no contest since 1797, lost its 
seat. Clitheroe, a small market town, lost one 
of its two seats but other older corporate towns 
of Lancaster, Liverpool, Wigan and Preston 
retained both theirs. County representation – 
covering all the areas outside the urban parlia-
mentary boundaries – was doubled from two to 
four, with the division of the county into two, 
two-member constituencies: North and South. 
Manchester, Oldham, Bolton and Blackburn 
received two members and Salford, Rochdale, 
Bury and Ashton-under-Lyne were granted 
one. Away from the textile districts, however, 
Warrington, with one member, was the only 
new borough. Representation within Lanca-
shire was therefore not so much redistributed 
from old boroughs to new but supplemented by 
the creation of new seats in the south-east of the 
county. Cumulatively this amounted to a near 
doubling of seats from fourteen to twenty-six, 
but it still fell far short of reflecting the popu-
lation or economic significance of the county 
nationally. 

There was no uniform franchise. In the 
county seats, forty-shilling freeholders retained 
their rights to vote but they were supplemented 
by tenants who paid £50 per annum rent. These 
included not just rural voters but men who 
owned or rented property of that value in the 
boroughs. Over two-thirds of electors in the 
South Lancashire constituency lived in indus-
trial areas. In the borough seats, old and new, 
‘£10 householders’ were enfranchised; that is, 

any man who owned or tenanted any ‘house, 
warehouse, counting-house, shop, or other 
building’ in the parliamentary borough dis-
trict with a rateable value (estimated net annual 
rental after deduction of expenses) of £10 or 
more. Electors had also to have been occupi-
ers of the property for twelve months prior to 
the last day of July each year and have paid all 
the taxes due and to have resided in the bor-
ough or within seven miles of it for six months. 
In a two-seat constituency, electors had two 
votes. Since the majority of properties in towns 
were valued below £10, the electorate can-
not be considered working class or representa-
tive of a town’s social make-up. Indeed, it has 
been estimated that the proportion of houses 
rated at £10 or more in borough constituencies 
in the North West were among the lowest in 
the country.2 The electorate in the new manu-
facturing boroughs, therefore, did not reflect 
the local occupational structure of the towns. 
Most of the industrial working class remained 
excluded, their potential influence restricted 
to extra-parliamentary campaigning or tactics 
such as exclusive dealing. Consequently, the 
electorate was comparatively small. Among 
one-member constituencies, only Salford 
exceeded 700 voters. With nearly 7,000 voters 
there were more electors in the commercial hub 
that was Manchester than all the other new bor-
ough constituencies combined. 

In the old corporate towns with ancient 
charters granting certain rights and privileges 
to freemen, however, resident freemen retained 
their rights to vote if they had qualified before 
1 March 1831, whether or not they were occupi-
ers of £10 properties. The effect of this varied 
depending on the constituency. In Wigan and 
Clitheroe there were few resident freemen and 
the new £10 householders dominated. Else-
where freemen were an important component 
of the electorate, particularly in the 1830s. For 
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example, whereas Liverpool and Manchester 
had broadly similar populations in 1832, Liver-
pool’s freemen boosted the potential elector-
ate to 11,283 while Manchester’s was just 6,726. 
Preston, with about a fifth of the population, 
had an electorate only marginally smaller than 
Manchester in 1832. In Lancaster, of the 1,110 
electors eligible to vote in 1832, 848 were free-
men and only 262 were £10 householders.3 In 
the Lancaster election of 1837, 780 of the vot-
ers qualified as freemen, but only 208 were new 
£10 householders.4 Freemen’s right to vote 
was extended to subsequent generations, but 
only if they qualified by birth or ‘servitude’ 
(apprenticeship) rather than by ownership of 
certain burgage plots or honorary appointment. 
Numbers in Preston therefore shrank rapidly 
as those who had qualified under the pre-1832 
male inhabitant franchise died or moved away 
in the following decades. Urban expansion in 
Liverpool had eroded the potential influence of 
freemen by the 1850s, but in Lancaster, which 
experienced little population growth during 
the period, they remained an important com-
ponent of the electorate until the enfranchise-
ment of all adult male, resident householders 
under the Reform Act of 1867. Every election 
year through to the 1860s witnessed a sharp rise 
in the number of admissions to the rolls.5 

An often overlooked yet important element 
of the act was registration: the compilation 
of annual lists of potential voters. Overseers 
responsible for collecting local property rates 
from householders submitted lists of qualified 
electors to the annual registration courts, which 
were presided over by revising barristers who 
adjudicated on any contested claims. To remain 
on the register then required an annual payment 
of one shilling. This all meant that there was 
ample scope for disputes about who should be 
on the lists and created an opportunity for local 
party activists to ensure that potential support-
ers were registered and opponents removed. 

Liberal fortunes and the new electorate
How well did ‘Liberals’, or ‘Reformers’ as they 
were commonly referred to, fare under this 
new, diverse system? We need to bear in mind 
at the outset that there was no agreed defini-
tion of the term, and no national party struc-
ture or policy manifesto. Candidates stood on 
platforms which encompassed a wide spectrum 
of views on a diverse range of issues. Margins 
of victory could also be very narrow. There 
was nearly always a significant Conserva-
tive vote even in superficially staunch Liberal 
towns. In the Manchester by-election of 1839, 

for example, at the height of the Anti-Corn 
Law League’s campaign, Sir George Murray, 
secretary of state for war under Wellington and 
who had denounced reform in 1831 and repeat-
edly refused on the hustings to commit him-
self to support repeal of the Corn Laws, came 
within a few hundred votes of defeating the 
local Liberal manufacturer Robert Hyde Greg.6 
Two years later, he polled 3,115 votes, just 460 
behind Thomas Milner Gibson. An individual 
candidate’s vote could also vary significantly 
between elections. In two-member constituen-
cies where voters could cast two votes, a signifi-
cant minority split between parties, suggesting 
either that they did not have strong party loy-
alty, or that they cast their votes tactically to 
keep out their least preferred candidate.

Historians have adopted a variety of 
approaches when analysing election outcomes 
in the county: single-member as opposed to 
two-member constituencies; cities, town and 
county seats; new boroughs as opposed to pre-
1832 survivors. The approach adopted here 
reflects that of contemporaries who identified 
the textile manufacturing district as distinctive. 
All bar one of the new constituencies in the 
county were located here. 

Manchester and the single-member constitu-
encies of Salford, Ashton-under-Lyne and Bury 
consistently returned reformers from 1832 to 
1867, many of them major local textile employ-
ers.7 Conservatives briefly triumphed in Roch-
dale in 1835 and again in 1857, but the borough 
was otherwise solidly Liberal. Two-member 
boroughs were more mixed. Oldham briefly 
returned the local employer John F. Lees as a 
Conservative in the by-election of 1835 and also 
returned a free-trade Conservative employer, 
John Duncuft, as one of its representatives 
between 1847 and his death in 1852. John Mor-
gan Cobbett, son of William Cobbett who had 
represented the borough between 1832 and 1835, 
sat between 1852 and 1865 but, despite claim-
ing Radical credentials and his general support 
for the Palmerston ministry in the 1850s, local 
campaigning and voting patterns during that 
period clearly suggest that he was not viewed 
locally as a Liberal candidate.8 In 1868, he stood 
as a Conservative. In Bolton, Liberal success 
was also qualified. William Bolling, the Con-
servative employer and newspaper proprietor, 
claimed one of the two seats in every election 
except 1841 until his death in 1848. Stephen 
Blair replaced Bolling until 1852 and William 
Gray, another Conservative mill owner, was 
returned for one of the seats from 1857. 

Yet further afield success was also more 
muted. In Blackburn, members of the Feilden 
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and Hornby families, both large employers 
in the town, claimed one of the seats every 
year except 1852.9 Feilden held liberal views 
on trade and had welcomed the 1832 measure 
which enfranchised the town, but he predomi-
nantly voted with the Conservatives in parlia-
ment. Hornby was uncomplicatedly Tory. In 
Preston, a textile town but also a longstand-
ing administrative, legal and social centre, the 
Earls of Derby (the Stanleys) had exercised 
considerable influence under the pre-1832 
system and continued to do so initially into 
the 1830s, but it swung between Liberal and 
Conservative, reflecting the vacillations of 
the local landowner, Sir Peter Hesketh-Fleet-
wood; elected as a Conservative in 1832 he 
was voting with the Liberals by the 1830s and 
stood as a reformer in 1841. Henry Hunt was 
decisively defeated in 1832. Conservatives held 
at least one seat in every election from 1852. 
Clitheroe elected a reformer until 1841 when 
Matthew Wilson was unseated and replaced 
by the Conservative Edward Cardwell, later a 
prominent Peelite. Thereafter Conservatives 
were returned until 1865 apart from Le Gen-
dre Starkie MP, 1853–57. Wigan returned two 
reform MPs till 1841, with exception of 1835 
when the local textile employer John Hodson 
Kearsley took a seat. Two Conservatives were 
returned in 1841 and thereafter representation 
was shared with locally born Conservatives 
with landed connections. Yet further north, 
Lancaster returned its pre-1832 MPs unop-
posed, one Whig, one Conservative. William 
Rathbone Greg, whose brother John had mills 
in the area, stood unsuccessfully on a reform 
platform in 1837. After 1847, the Liberals Sam-
uel Gregson and Robert Baynes Armstrong 
claimed one of the seats, but local landed con-
nections remained strong. 

The Liberal cause was weakest in south-west 
Lancashire. In Liverpool the Radical William 
Ewart had been returned as one of the two MPs 
in 1832 and 1835 but he had been joined by Dud-
ley Ryder, Lord Sandon, a Conservative with 
strong Anglican views and inclined at that time 
at least towards protectionism in terms of corn, 
although in favour of moderate electoral con-
cessions. After 1835 the town largely returned 
Conservatives although Sir Thomas Birch and 
the Peelite and later Liberal minister Edward 
Cardwell triumphed in 1847 and Joseph Ewart, 
William’s brother, sat for ten years after 1855. 
Edmund George Hornby won a narrow vic-
tory in Warrington in 1832 but the constitu-
ency returned a Conservative every election 
thereafter and, apart from 1847, he was unop-
posed from 1841 to 1868.10 Reformers were 

returned for the county seat of South Lanca-
shire in 1832 and were unopposed from 1846 to 
1859, but Conservatives reasserted their pres-
ence in the intervening periods and won both 
seats in 1859 and all three in 1861 after a third 
was added to the constituency. William Ewart 
Gladstone narrowly secured the third of these 
in 1865. There were no contests in the North 
Lancashire seats before 1868; the parties shared 
the spoils.11 Essentially, therefore, Liberal Lan-
cashire’s heartland throughout this period was 
centred on Manchester and its immediate satel-
lite towns. Elsewhere success was less secure. Is 
it possible to explain this? 

Local connections and national 
reputations
The reputation or local connections of a candi-
date may well have been sufficient to sway elec-
tors who did not have strong political views. 
William Ewart’s earlier support for William 
Huskisson in Liverpool when he was MP helped 
secure his electoral victory in 1832. Success-
ful candidates elsewhere were also often local 
men, whatever their party. Away from the tex-
tile towns, Conservatives were often from local 
landed families. The Conservatives who out-
polled Liberal outsiders in Blackburn, Bolton 
and Oldham were all prominent local employ-
ers. In Ashton-under-Lyne, the reformers were 
united from 1835 behind Charles Hindley, a 
local employer who sat until 1857; in several 
years, no one felt confident enough to challenge 
him. In Bury, local Liberal employer Richard 
Walker sat until he retired in 1852. He was suc-
ceeded by Robert Peel’s son, Frederick, who 
in turn was succeeded by Robert Needham 
Philips, brother of Mark, MP for Manchester 
from 1832. John Fenton and John Entwistle in 
Rochdale were both local employers as was the 
Radical Joseph Brotherton who sat for Salford 
from 1832 until his death in 1857. 

Personal connections were particularly evi-
dent in smaller constituencies. In Lancaster, 
local landowner Thomas Greene sat as a Con-
servative and, latterly Peelite from 1824 to 1857 
with only a short interlude in 1852–53. He was 
joined by another local landowner, George 
Marton (1837–47), and succeeded after 1857 
by another landowner, William Garnett. The 
Liberals who represented the town after 1847 
were born into prominent local business fami-
lies although they lived and worked elsewhere. 
Candidates with local connections dominated 
in Clitheroe, Wigan, where two generations of 
the Thicknesse family were returned, and War-
rington, where first the local landowner John 
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Blackburne and then the brewer Gilbert Gree-
nall were returned until 1868. 

Outsiders tended to succeed only if they 
had national reputations like Philips’s running 
partner in Manchester until 1839, Charles Pou-
let Thomson. Thomas Milner Gibson from 
1841 to 1857, and William Sharman Craw-
ford in Rochdale in the 1840s. William Cob-
bett’s high national profile was not sufficient 
to secure his return for Manchester in 1832 but 
he romped home in Oldham, albeit against 
ineffectual opposition and in a constituency 
which, because of its extensive nature, con-
tained a significant body of rural voters: farm-
ers were the largest occupational grouping.12 
Conversely, conflicts within local ranks over 
who should stand for the reform cause, or 
the unwanted appearance of an outsider who 
nominated himself to stand, could split the 
reform vote in two member constituencies. 
In Oldham, in 1835, Nonconformist Radicals 
were unhappy about John Morgan Cobbett’s 
stand on church disestablishment. His cam-
paign was undermined by the intervention of 
Feargus O’Connor, later the prominent Char-
tist leader. Although O’Connor withdrew 
early in the contest, he had already obtained 
more votes than the eventual winning margin 
of local Conservative coal proprietor and mill 
owner John F. Lees.13 The split in Conserva-
tive ranks enabled Liverpool to return Edward 
Cardwell in 1847 alongside the local mer-
chant and landowner Sir Thomas Birch, a man 
whose nomination was seen ‘as acceptable as 
that of any Liberal can be to the Tory portion 
of the constituency’.14

Personal connections and reputations, there-
fore, were clearly important, but since suc-
cessful candidates everywhere could often 
boast some local affiliation, they cannot really 
account for the consistent political differ-
ences in voting patterns across the county and 
between different types of constituencies. Local 
connections were also not always sufficient to 
secure victory.

Party organisation and influence
Philip Salmon and Nancy LoPatin-Lummis 
have documented the ways in which the regis-
tration process gave an impetus to party organi-
sation.15 From the early 1830s, lawyers acting 
for local activists regularly challenged the 
inclusion of individuals not favourable to their 
causes, defended those who were, and promoted 
the claims of those omitted from the lists. In 
some cases, they were reported to have paid the 
annual registration fee of cash-strapped poten-
tial electors. The local press carried detailed 
reports of contentious cases and their outcomes 
in the 1830s. Conservatives appear to have been 
initially more successful in their actions. In 
Lancaster in 1835, for example, they removed 
seventy names from the register as opposed 
to just twelve successfully challenged by the 
reformers.16 The revising court for South Lan-
cashire constituency held in Liverpool the same 
year saw 140 Conservatives struck off, but as 
many as 271 reformers.17 Similar successes fol-
lowed in succeeding years in many of the bor-
oughs. Confidence in Birch’s success in 1847, 
however, was boosted by the fact that as many 
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as 1,600 Tory voters had been removed from 
the lists in recent years.18 Barristers financed by 
the Anti-Corn Law League were particularly 
active in the Manchester region in the 1840s 
and beyond. When, as was the case, the mar-
gins of victory could be very small, actions in 
these courts could well have helped determine 
the outcomes of elections. But press reports of 
the courts’ deliberations became less detailed in 
time; and, when both parties contested claims, 
they sometimes seem to have come close to can-
celling each other out; so it is difficult to evalu-
ate how influential these actions were without 
more detailed local research where that is 
possible. 

Registration was only one element of local 
party activism, however. In Manchester, a 
‘small but determined band’ campaigned tire-
lessly for reform in the aftermath of Peterloo, 
mobilising ratepayer support to challenge 
the Tory-controlled Improvement Commis-
sion in the 1820s, albeit with mixed success. 
In the following decade, they were active in 
the selection and promotion of parliamentary 
candidates, the fight to incorporate the bor-
ough, and the formation of the Anti-Corn 
Law League.19 We know a lot about them, 
because their activities were widely reported 
through the Manchester Times, owned by their 
chief propagandist Archibald Prentice, and 
in John Edward Taylor’s Manchester Guard-
ian. Whether their achievements were repli-
cated to the same extent elsewhere is less clear, 
since towns like Rochdale, Ashton and Bury 
lacked their own newspapers until the 1850s. 
The manuscript notebooks of Edwin Butter-
worth, Oldham correspondent for the Man-
chester papers, however, certainly suggest 
that reformers there were active in campaigns; 
but it is also clear that their priorities dif-
fered, as was evident in the split in 1835 over 
J. M. Cobbett’s candidature.20 Some studies of 
Liverpool have sought to emphasise the sig-
nificance of reform activities there, but the 
overall impression is that, in Philip Waller’s 
words, ‘Liberalism was a creature of stunted 
growth in Liverpool’.21 The Conservatives 
were also not idle in seeking to mobilise popu-
lar support. A Liverpool Conservative Asso-
ciation was in existence as early as 1832. By the 
mid-1830s, Operative Conservative Associa-
tions with low subscription rates, regular lec-
tures and convivial social events were active 
in all the Lancashire boroughs. Membership 
could run into the hundreds.22 Clearly such 
local efforts could have an effect on both turn-
out and results, but judging their overall con-
tribution is, again, problematic. Did effective 

local organisation influence public opinion or 
reflect it? 

Unsuccessful candidates frequently 
claimed, with varying degrees of convic-
tion, that their opponents owed their success 
to bribery, intimidation or influence. It was 
clearly more feasible in boroughs with small 
electorates, such as Clitheroe where results 
were overturned in 1841, 1852 and 1853. Free-
men voters in the older corporate boroughs 
like Lancaster were also viewed as more cor-
ruptible than the new householders, and the 
town acquired an unenviable reputation for 
bribery which eventually resulted in the bor-
ough’s disenfranchisement after 1865.23 Adel 
Manai’s study of voting behaviour in mid-
century Lancaster elections, however, con-
cluded that such practices were more likely to 
confirm rather than change voters’ preferences 
which, as elsewhere, were closely correlated 
to occupation. Freemen also contained a much 
higher proportion of farmers, husbandmen 
and labourers, who were more likely to sup-
port the Conservatives everywhere.24 Vincent 
and Foster in particular have suggested work-
ing-class boycotts of shops – exclusive dealing 
– could have been influential in Rochdale and 
Oldham.25 Exclusive dealing could be champi-
oned by either side, however, while in practice 
it was difficult to sustain, requiring effective 
organisation and a degree of commitment on 
the part of sufficient non-electors with pur-
chasing power who shared the same political 
convictions. Such claims were also not unique 
to Lancashire and cannot explain the distinct 
variations across the region. 

The social composition of the electorate
While we usually know quite a lot about some 
of the candidates and activists, we know less 
about the backgrounds, views and commitment 
of the mass of electors. Salmon’s extensive sur-
vey of electoral lists and Gatrell’s more limited 
analysis of Manchester show that a significant 
percentage of registered electors did not vote.26 
There seem to have been few attempts to ana-
lyse this group whose failure to participate may 
well have determined outcomes. Unless there 
is a poll book detailing how individual electors 
cast their votes, we also have no way of know-
ing who voted for whom. Poll books that are 
simply of lists of names are unhelpful. Those 
with electors’ addresses or occupations enable 
some spatial and socio-economic analysis, but 
it is difficult to correlate this information accu-
rately with rate books or other social attrib-
utes such as religion, family background, place 
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of birth, age, wealth, social status, income or 
involvement in other public arenas, except for 
a small minority of individuals, particularly in 
the larger constituencies. Even then, it is diffi-
cult to know how to weigh the relative impor-
tance of each. Nevertheless, they provide some 
useful insights into voting behaviour.

Poll books in Liverpool and Lancaster dis-
tinguished the new householder from the old 
freeman franchise. Collins’ analysis of early 
Liverpool elections reveal that the two groups 
displayed very different patterns of voting. In 
1835, £10 householders accounted for over 80 
per cent of the votes cast for William Ewart 
and his Liberal running partner James Morris 
but less than 50 per cent of those for their Con-
servative rivals. Over two-thirds of freemen 
were Conservative. Two years later, reform-
ers comfortably won the householder vote 
but lost the election.27 Freemen continued to 
vote overwhelmingly for Conservatives, but 
they declined as a proportion of the elector-
ate and ceased to be separately recorded after 
1853. The situation was similar in Lancaster in 
1837: over 70 per cent of householders voted 
for both reformers as opposed to less than 
half of freemen.28 Not surprisingly, the Whig 
government in the early 1830s made repeated 
attempts to repeal these clauses of the 1832 Act 
but all failed. 

Although more difficult to document, the 
freeman/householder distinction in the old 
corporate towns was reflected elsewhere, 
including Manchester, in what Derek Fraser 
described as a conflict between the ‘old’ and 
‘new’ middle class: the long-established ver-
sus the newly founded dynasties, the insiders 
versus the outsiders.29 Like the corporate bor-
oughs, local administration in the new textile 
towns had been largely dominated by Anglican 
Tory cliques before the 1830s. In Manchester 
the Improvement Commission, court leet and 
vestry were all effectively controlled by Tories 
until 1838 when Cobden mounted his campaign 
to ‘Incorporate Your Borough’. Even then, the 
old guard refused to acknowledge the validity 
of the new council and continued to function 
for the next four years. A similarly protracted 
battle ensued in Bolton at the same time. As 
Peter Taylor noted, ‘The predominant endemic 
rivalry in the town was that between rival sec-
tions of the middle class and not one between 
the middle class and working class or rich and 
poor’.30 Whether these divisions between free-
men and householders, old and new men, also 
represented a generational divide is not clear. 
Nossiter has suggested that it may have done 
so in the North East, but we lack sufficient 

evidence on voters’ ages to make a definitive 
conclusion.31 What is clear is that they often 
mirrored other social and religious distinctions 
in the electorate.

Studies of the occupational backgrounds 
of electors suggests that there was, in Nos-
siter’s words, a ‘remarkably consistent social 
basis to voting’ after 1832.32 His conclusions 
are based on a study of the North East but are 
echoed by Lancashire case studies. Assigning 
the large number of occupations listed in poll 
books to meaningful analytical categories is, 
admittedly, rather subjective, since we rarely 
have other information on which to build up a 
rounded picture of most voters’ backgrounds. 
The correlation is also stronger for some 
groups than others. In the towns examined by 
Brian Lewis, the more substantial middle class, 
whom he called ‘the middlemost’, did not vote 
consistently for one party.33 Professionals and 
[Anglican] clerics were overwhelmingly Con-
servative, but substantial manufacturers and 
merchants were divided. Gatrell’s analysis of 
the 1839 Manchester election came to similar 
conclusions.34 Textile employers who became 
MPs may have been overwhelmingly Liberal, 
but this did not reflect the group as a whole.35 
Further down the social scale, builders, butch-
ers, jewellers, farmers and the publicans were, 
not unsurprisingly, also overwhelmingly 
Conservative. Although many publicans and 
farmers had voted for the populist radical Wil-
liam Cobbett when he stood in Oldham in 
1832 with his emphasis on repealing the malt 
tax, these groups moved into the Conservative 
camp in succeeding decades.36 

The largest occupational categories in the 
new boroughs were retailers and what are gen-
erally labelled as skilled tradesmen, although 
it is likely that some of these were in business 
rather than employees. Some historians have 
gone so far as to call this electorate ‘pre-indus-
trial’, but that would be to overlook the fact 
that most manufacturing businesses well into 
the nineteenth century (and even beyond) were 
relatively small-scale enterprises and that the 
expansion of the retail and service sector was an 
integral part of the industrial economy. Among 
these, the most consistent reform categories 
were grocers, bakers, flour dealers, provision 
dealers, drapers, tailors, shoemakers, hatters 
and clothes dealers, and what are loosely called 
craftsmen, artisans and skilled workers: work-
shop manufacturers, clockmakers, printers, 
overlookers, spinners. In the Manchester elec-
tion of 1832, they voted for Philips and either 
Thomson or Cobbett, with the latter drawing 
most support from the lower rated voters. In 
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1839 they supported the Liberal manufacturer 
Robert Hyde Greg.37 In the Rochdale elections 
of 1841 and 1857 they were the only categories 
to vote overwhelmingly for the Liberals.38 Even 
among Lancaster freemen, the small minority 
of freemen shoemakers, cordwainers, white-
smiths, tailors and grocers were consistently 
more Liberal than other occupational groups.39 
Not surprisingly it was the ‘shopocracy’ to 
whom Cobden appealed most directly when he 
campaigned for the municipal incorporation 
of Manchester in 1838. It was these groups who 
were the most consistent supporters of reform 
candidates and these groups which domi-
nated the electorate in the newly enfranchised 
boroughs. 

Religious affiliations
Correlations, however, are one thing. Expla-
nations are another. What determined indi-
viduals’ preferences? The candidates they 
voted for publicly proffered their views on a 
wide variety of issues in public meetings and 
in the press, but we do not know which, if any, 
of these concerns carried most weight with 
voters. John Vincent has simply described 
their voting as ‘the way these people looked 
at things, their domestic morality writ large’, 
an expression of religious, moral and cultural 
values and causes.40 In the vast majority of 
cases, however, we do not know the nature or 
strength of voters’ religious and moral con-
victions. Having said this however, there 
does appear to be a strong correlation with 
denomination. 

Many of the leading activists were Old Dis-
senters. ‘New Dissenters’, particularly main-
stream Wesleyan Methodists, were far less 
prominent. Unitarians dominated the small 
early band of reformers in Manchester and the 
leading ranks of the Anti-Corn Law League 
supported by other, largely older Nonconform-
ist religious sects.41 The ‘Little Circle’ or ‘small 
but determined band’ included seven Unitar-
ians associated with the Cross Street chapel; 
Archibald Prentice was a Scottish Presbyte-
rian; there were also two Bible Christians and 
a member of the Methodist New Connexion. 
Mark Philips, Manchester’s first MP, George 
Wood, MP for South Lancashire 1832–35, Rob-
ert Hyde Greg, Manchester MP 1839–41, John 
Fielden, MP for Oldham from 1832 to 1847 
and Richard Potter, MP for Wigan 1832–39, 
were all Unitarians, as was Richard’s brother 
Thomas who was first mayor of Manchester in 
1838 and John Edward Taylor who founded the 
Manchester Guardian. Joseph Brotherton, MP for 

Salford from 1832 to 1857, was a Bible Christian. 
Charles Hindley, MP for Ashton-under-Lyne 
from 1835 to 1857 was the first member of the 
Moravian church to sit in parliament. In con-
trast to the rest of the county, appointments to 
the county magisterial bench in Salford Hun-
dred from the late 1830s were also overwhelm-
ingly old Dissenters.42

Occasional surveys published in the local 
press confirm this strong correlation between 
Nonconformity and Liberal views among the 
wider electorate, although they do not tell us 
how the information was collected. In Black-
burn in 1835, over 70 per cent of Anglicans 
voted for William Feilden, as opposed to none 
of the Unitarians and Baptists, only 12 per cent 
of Quakers, 18 per cent of Independents, 20 
per cent of Roman Catholics and 26 per cent of 
Methodists. The Conservative Blackburn Stand-
ard concluded, ‘We hope that the friends of the 
church will consider these facts, and strengthen 
the majority of its advocates upon any future 
struggle for ascendancy’.43 The Liberal Bol-
ton Free Press published an analysis of religious 
affiliation and voting in 1847. Churchmen again 
were overwhelmingly Conservative, Wesleyans 
(unclassified) marginally so. All other affilia-
tions were, almost to a man, Liberal. 44 A survey 
of dissenting voters in Lancaster, also in 1847, 
produced comparable results.45

Many of the issues which mobilised these 
groups had a moral and religious basis: the abo-
lition of slavery, the end of ‘Old Corruption’ 
and the promotion of public and self moral and 
intellectual improvement. Others reflected 
denominational rivalries: the championing of 
secular rather than religious education; the dis-
establishment of the Anglican church or at the 
very least the abolition of church rates; removal 
of bishops from the Lords; and Dissenters’ right 
of admission to the ancient universities. Con-
servatives’ most common rallying cries were 
Church and State in danger, the need to pre-
serve church control over education, and, less 
blatantly, the defence of working-class pleas-
ures such as drink. As Simon Gunn observed, 
‘Victorian radical Nonconformity saw itself 
in direct descent from sixteenth-century 
puritanism’.46 It is probably no coincidence, 
therefore, that the Liberal cause was strongest 
in south-east Lancashire which boasted a long 
history of religious and political dissent dating 
back to that time. In both periods it appealed to 
the ‘middle sort’ in the ‘clothing towns, mar-
ket centres and in the industrialising pastoral 
regions’.47 

Religious, political and economic individ-
ualism particularly appealed to the aspiring 
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middling ranks who, although a minority of 
the population, comprised a significant ele-
ment of the post-1832 electorate. The Reli-
gious Census of 1851 clearly demonstrates that 
south-east Lancashire was also the area of the 
county where the established Church experi-
enced the greatest difficulty to adapting to the 
new industrial society and where its provision 
was exceeded by the various Nonconformist 
denominations, particularly in Rochdale.48 

Furthermore, Mark Smith’s detailed analy-
sis of religious provision in Oldham also sug-
gests that Old Dissenters, like Nonconformist 
Liberals, were concentrated in the township’s 
urban centre where they even challenged 
Anglicans as the major ecclesiastical presence.49 
Elsewhere in south-west and north Lancashire, 
the census reveals a significantly lower Non-
conformist presence and much higher Catholic 
representation, residual allegiance to the Old 
Faith being supplemented by a massive influx 
of poor Irish in the early nineteenth century 
in Liverpool. The cry of ‘Church in danger’ 
had more urgency here, where Liberal support 
for what were seen as Catholic and Irish causes 
strengthened Conservative appeal among less 
committed Protestant voters who might other-
wise have voted for reformers, and where pas-
sions were inflamed by men like Revd Hugh 
McNeile with his cry of ‘No Popery’. Sectari-
anism remained a potent force in Liverpool pol-
itics for the rest of the century and beyond.

Looking back
Addressing a crowd in north-east Lancashire in 
August 1868, Grant Duff, Liberal MP for Elgin, 
looked back over the previous three and a half 
decades. 

Ever since the Reform Act of 1832 and still 
more since the Anti-Corn Law League Agi-
tation, Liberals in other parts of the country 
had looked to the manufacturing districts 
of Lancashire as to a political Mecca, and 
they have repeated, not without jealousy, 
but with warm sympathy and admiration, 
our proud country saying ‘What Lancashire 
thinks today, England thinks tomorrow.’50

He was essentially correct. In Manchester and 
the ‘manufacturing districts’ immediately sur-
rounding it, the restricted nature of the new 
electorate, together with longstanding political 
and religious dissent and effective local party 
organisation, helped to give Liberals the edge. 
Elsewhere in the county, however – particu-
larly in Liverpool and older corporate towns 

like Lancaster – reform had shallower roots, 
and consistent success was far from ensured. 
As this analysis has sought to demonstrate, 
what Lancashire as a whole thought was both 
complicated, as well as regionally and socially 
differentiated. 

Michael Winstanley was Senior Lecturer in History 
at Lancaster University until 2010, and remains a life 
member of the university. He has published on a wide 
variety of social and political subjects, many with a 
North West focus. 

Liberalism and the Lancashire electorate in the aftermath of the 1832 Reform Act

‘Ever since the 

Reform Act of 1832 

and still more 

since the Anti-

Corn Law League 

Agitation, Liber-

als in other parts 

of the country 

had looked to 

the manufac-

turing districts 

of Lancashire 

as to a political 

Mecca, and they 

have repeated, 

not without jeal-

ousy, but with 

warm sympa-

thy and admira-

tion, our proud 

country saying 

“What Lancashire 

thinks today, 

England thinks 

tomorrow”.’

1 ‘The Great Reform Act of 1832’, colloquium report 
of talk by Philip Salmon, Journal of Liberal History, 
70 (2011), pp. 38–9; Robert Hall, ‘Out of Chartism, 
into Liberalism?’, Journal of Liberal History, 67 (Sum-
mer, 2010), pp. 6–13; Tim Hughes, ‘Northampton 
and the radical democratic tradition: the legacy 
of Chartism’, Journal of Liberal History, 106 (Spring, 
2020), pp. 26–39. 

2 Brian Robson, ‘Maps and mathematics: ranking 
the English boroughs for the 1832 Reform Act’, 
Journal of Historical Geography, 46 (2014), p. 8.

3 Lancaster Gazette, 3 Nov. 1832; 21 Sep. 1833; 17 Jan. 
1835.

4 1837 Lancaster Poll Book (Lancaster, Milner 1837), 
photocopy in Lancaster University Library.

5 Mohamed Adel Manai, ‘Electoral politics in mid-
nineteenth-century Lancashire’ (Ph.D., Lancaster 
University, 1991), Table 3.6, p. 62.

6 Manchester Times, 4 Sep. 1839; V. A. C. Gatrell, 
‘Incorporation and the pursuit of Liberal hegem-
ony in Manchester’, in Derek Fraser (ed.), Municipal 
Reform and the Industrial City (Leicester, 1982), pp. 
40–1.

7 For a detailed analysis of their politics, see 
Anthony Howe, The Cotton Masters (Clarendon 
Press, 1984), pp. 95–126. 

8 Michael Winstanley, ‘Oldham Radicalism and the 
origins of popular Liberalism’, Historical Journal, 
36/3 (Sep. 1993), pp. 619–43; James Vernon, Politics 
and the People: a study of English political culture, c.1815–
1867 (Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 188–9; 
219–20; 242–3; Oldham Poll Books, 1847, 1852, 
1857, 1859.

9 Feilden supported limited reform in 1832, par-
ticularly the enfranchisement of Blackburn, but 
increasingly voted with the Conservatives in par-
liament. He did, however, support repeal of the 
Corn Laws in 1846. 

10 Bill Cooke, The Story of Warrington: the Athens of the 
North (Kibworth Beachamp, Troubador, 2020), pp. 
316–31.

11 David Foster, ‘The politics of uncontested elec-
tions: North Lancashire, 1832–1865’, Northern His-
tory, 13 (1977), pp. 232–47.

12 R. A. Sykes, ‘Some aspects of working-class 



Journal of Liberal History 110 Spring 2021 55 

Liberalism and the Lancashire electorate in the aftermath of the 1832 Reform Act

consciousness in Oldham, 1830–1842’, 
Historical Journal, 23/1 (1980), pp. 174–6. 

13 Winstanley, ‘Oldham Radicalism ‘, p. 
631; Vernon, Politics, pp. 187–8.

14 Liverpool Mercury, 11 Jun. 1847. 
15 Philip Salmon, Electoral Reform at Work: 

local politics and national parties, 1832–1841 
(Royal Historical Society/Boydell and 
Brewer, 2002), esp. chapters 1 and 2; 
Philip Salmon, ‘Electoral reform and 
the political modernization of England, 
1832–1841’, Parliaments, Estates & Repre-
sentation, 23/1 (2003), pp. 49–67; Nancy 
LoPatin-Lummis, ‘The Liberal electoral 
agent in the post-Reform Act era’, Journal 
of Liberal History, 73 (2011), pp. 20–7.

16 Lancaster Gazette, 26 Sep. 1835; 30 Sep. 
1837; 29 Sep. 1838. 

17 The Times, 26 Jan. 1835. 
18 Liverpool Mercury, 11 Jun. 1847. 
19 Michael J. Turner, Reform and Respect-

ability: the making of a middle-class Liberal-
ism in early nineteenth-century Manchester, 
Chetham Society, 3rd ser., 40 (Carnegie, 
1995); David J. Knott, ‘The Little Cir-
cle and Manchester politics, 1812–1846’ 
(Ph.D., Manchester University, 2018).

20 Edwin Butterworth notebooks in Old-
ham Local Studies and Archives. For a 
summary see Winstanley, ‘Oldham Rad-
icalism’, passim.

21 Phillip Waller, Democracy and Sec-
tarianism: a political history of Liverpool, 
1868–1939 (Liverpool University Press, 
1981), p. 15. For discussions of the extent 
of reformism see Anthony Nicho-
las Foggo, ‘The Radical experiment 
in Liverpool and its influence on the 
reform movement in the early Victo-
rian period’ (Ph.D., University of Liv-
erpool, 2015); K. Moore, ‘Liverpool in 
the “Heroic Age” of popular Radical-
ism, 1815–1820’, Transactions of the His-
toric Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 138 
(1989), pp. 137–57, and ‘“This Whig and 
Tory Ridden Town”: popular politics 
in Liverpool in the Chartist era’ in John 
Belchem (ed.), Popular Politics, Riot and 
Labour: essays in Liverpool History, 1790–
1940 (Liverpool, 1992), pp. 38–67. 

22 Norman Gash, ‘The organisation of the 
Conservative Party, 1832–46’, Parliamen-
tary History, 2 (1983), pp. 131–52; Salmon, 
Electoral Reform, Part 1; Malcolm Cragoe, 
‘The Great Reform Act and the mod-
ernization of British politics: the impact 
of Conservative Associations, 1835–1841’, 

Journal of British Studies, 47/3 (2008), pp. 
581–603; Neil Collins, Politics and Elec-
tions in Nineteenth Century Liverpool (Sco-
lar Press, 1994; reprint Routledge, 2017). 
The most comprehensive treatment is 
David Walsh, ‘Working-class political 
integration and the Conservative Party: 
a study of class relations and party politi-
cal development in the North West, 
1800–1870’ (Ph.D., Salford University, 
1991), esp. volume 2.

23 J. D. Marshall, ‘Corrupt practices at the 
Lancaster election of 1865’, Transactions 
of the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian 
Society, 63 (1952–53), pp. 117–30. 

24 Manai, ‘Electoral’, Table 3.12, p. 82; 
‘Influence, corruption and electoral 
behaviour in mid-nineteenth century: a 
case study of Lancaster, 1847–65’, North-
ern History, 29 (1993), 154–64. Michael 
Wickham arrived at similar conclusions: 
‘Berwick-upon-Tweed: a venal borough? 
Berwick’s reputation for electoral cor-
ruption during the nineteenth century, 
and the impact of bribery on voting 
behaviour’, Journal of Liberal History, 48 
(2005), pp. 24–9. 

25 J. R. Vincent, ‘The electoral sociology 
of Rochdale’, Economic History Review, 
16/1 (1963), pp. 79–81; John Foster, 
Class Struggle in the Industrial Revolution 
(Methuen, 1974), pp. 51–6. 

26 Philip Salmon, Electoral Reform at Work, 
pp. 257–64; Gatrell, ‘Incorporation’, p. 
21.

27 Collins, Politics and Elections, pp. 15–37.
28 1837 Lancaster Poll Book.
29 Derek Fraser, Urban Politics in Victorian 

England: the structure of politics in Victorian 
cities (Leicester University Press, 1976), p. 
115.

30 Peter Taylor, Popular Politics in Early 
Industrial Britain: Bolton, 1825–1850 
(Ryburn/Keele University Press, 1995), 
p. 222.

31 T. J. Nossiter, Influence, Opinion and Politi-
cal Idioms in Reformed England: case studies 
from the North-East, 1832–74 (Harvester 
Press, 1975), p. 173.

32 Ibid., p. 167.
33 Brian Lewis, The Middlemost and the Mill-

towns: bourgeois culture and politics in early 
industrial England (Stanford University 
Press, 2002), pp. 418–29.

34 Gatrell, ‘Incorporation’, pp. 40–3.
35 Howe, p. 96 for an analysis of social 

backgrounds of Lancashire MPs.

36 Winstanley, ‘Oldham Radicalism’, pp. 
640–1.

37 Gatrell, ‘Incorporation’, p. 41.
38 Vincent, ‘Rochdale’, p. 83.
39 1837 Lancaster poll book; Manai, ‘Elec-

toral’ p. 124.
40 J. R. Vincent, The Formation of the British 

Liberal Party, 1857–68 (1st edn., Constable, 
1966; Harvester, 1976 edition), p. 82. 

41 John Seed, ‘Unitarianism, political econ-
omy and the antinomies of liberal culture 
in Manchester, 1830–50’, Social History, 
7/1 (1982), pp. 1–25; Paul A. Pickering 
and Alex Tyrell, The People’s Bread: a his-
tory of the Anti-Corn Law League (Leices-
ter University Press, 2000), Appendix 4, 
pp. 272–83; Gatrell, ‘Incorporation’, pp. 
24–9; Knott, ‘Little Circle’, p. 224.

42 David Foster, ‘The changing social and 
political composition of the Lancashire 
County Magistracy’ (Ph.D., Lancaster 
University, 1971), pp. 170–1.

43 Blackburn Standard, 8 Apr. 1835. 
44 Bolton Free Press, 14 Aug. 1847, repro-

duced in Lewis, Middlemost, p. 423.
45 Reproduced in Manai, ‘Electoral’, p. 167.
46 Simon Gunn, ‘The failure of the middle 

class: a critique’, in Janet Wolff and John 
Seed (eds.), The Culture of Capital (Man-
chester University Press, 1988), p. 37.

47 R. C. Richardson, Puritanism in North-
West England: a regional study of the diocese 
of Chester to 1642 (1972), pp. 11–15. B. G. 
Blackwood, ‘The Catholic and Prot-
estant gentry of Lancashire during the 
Civil War period’, Historic Society of Lan-
cashire and Cheshire, 126 (1976), pp. 1–29. 

48 Census of Religious Worship, 1851, 
Tables, pp. 92–8. Garrard’s calculations 
from the same tables arrive at similar 
conclusions for Salford, Rochdale and 
Bolton. John Garrard, Leadership and 
Power in Victorian Industrial Towns, 1830–
80 (Manchester University Press, 1983), 
pp. 10–11. For national context see K. D. 
M. Snell, Rival Jerusalems: the geography 
of Victorian religion (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000), esp. Part One. Attend-
ance levels are more difficult to calculate 
from the data but see K. S. Inglis, ‘Pat-
terns of Religious Worship in 1851’, Jour-
nal  of Ecclesiastical History, 11/1 (1960), pp. 
74–86.

49 Mark Smith, Religion in Industrial Society: 
Oldham and Saddleworth, 1740–1865 (Clar-
endon Press, 1994), pp. 251–4.

50 Manchester Guardian, 10 Aug. 1868. 


