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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

The Franchise in Britain, from the Ancient Constitution 
to the Second Reform Act 

The expansion of the franchise in Great Britain traditionally has 
been told as a Whiggish story of the inevitable march of liberal 
principles. However, parliamentary reform in Britain happened in a 
much slower, hesitant, and uneven fashion. Many scholars depict 
the various reform acts as the outcome of political manoeuvring, 
rather than a philosophical commitment to popular participation. 
But reform acts had unintended consequences; every expansion of 
the franchise undermined the philosophical basis for limiting the 
vote to a few. 1 Therefore, competing political principles can be 
discerned in the debates over franchise reform. Eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century reformers drew upon John Locke's liberalism, 
Thomas Paine's radicalism and Jeremy Bentham's utilitarianism, 
while conservatives justified the old system with the notion of 
'virtual representation'. The idea of the 'ancient constitution' 
remained a common thread in many debates about the franchise, 
interpreted in very different ways by conservatives and reformers.2 

However, the ancient constitution was a myth which simplified the 
complex historical evolution of the franchise. 

The Old System 

The origins of the franchise date back to the birth of Parliament in 
the thirteenth century. From the beginning, Members of Parliament 
(usually two) were returned for both the English and Welsh counties 
and for a number of boroughs. The county franchise was wide and 
inclusive, early evidence suggesting that every free inhabitant of the 
county could participate in the election of knights of the shire.3 

However, parliaments passed a series of measures in the fifteenth 
century to define the county electorate and to tighten up the process 
and conduct of elections. These included the landmark Forty-Shilling 
Freeholder Act of 1430, which decreed that county electors should 
be those who were resident in the shire and worth forty shillings per 
year from free tenements within it, thus ensuring the franchise was 
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based upon land-ownership rather than residence. The Act was 
passed in part to ensure that the gentry were elected by those of 
equivalent or near-equivalent status.4 However, the county franchise 
remained relatively extensive and functioned as 'a mustering of the 
community'.5 

Borough franchises were never uniform and were based upon a 
variety of principles including residence, property ownership, 
payment of taxation, possession of freeman status, membership of a 
corporation or a combination of these. There appeared to be a 
certain randomness about which boroughs returned MPs from the 
thirteenth century onwards: some tiny villages were enfranchised 
whilst more substantial towns remained without their own 
representation.6 The variety of franchises in the boroughs, debates 
about the definition of 'freehold' in the counties, the 'customary' 
nature of the franchise and the fact that voters were not registered 
meant that the electorate was always a nebulous, indistinct and 
unfixed section of the community. Inflation in land prices and the 
unchanged nature of the county franchise meant that the electorate 
steadily increased during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Estimates of the total electorate before the Civil War have been 
placed as high as 300,000 or between 27 and 40 per cent of the 
adult male population? However, the opportunity of exercising a 
vote remained remote as contests were rare until the Restoration. 

The seventeenth century was one of 'rapid electoral development' 
and, as contests became more common, procedures were established; 
electoral practices became fixed; and the king and Commons 
established a right to intervene in electoral disputes. 8 For example, 
in the decades before the Civil War the Universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge gained two Members each, three new boroughs were 
enfranchised and sixteen restored, mostly by resolution of the House 
of Commons. Parliament was concerned to grant wide franchises, in 
part to balance the influence of the monarch, so between 1621 and 
1628 all boroughs were created with scot and lot or household 
franchises. 9 

The Civil War witnessed unprecedented debates about the state of 
the representative system with Leveller pamphlets providing 
manifestos for change. The Putney debates between the Agitators 
and Cromwell's government expounded arguments for and against 
the franchise which were reformulated in the decades leading up to 
1832 and into the late nineteenth century .10 The Agreements of the 
People foreshadowed subsequent debates by emphasising a two­
pronged approach for change: a broader electorate and a more 
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representative distribution of constituencies. It is unclear exactly 
how broad the Levellers intended the electorate to be, for some 
documents include women and servants whilst others call for an 
adult male franchise. There were also disagreements about the 
redistribution of constituencies, with Leveller pamphlets arguing for 
the transfer of seats from decayed boroughs to the counties and to 
London, Ireton's counterproposal giving representation to mercantile 
interests in boroughs and the Rump Parliament considering a plan 
for equal electoral districts.U The practical changes eventually 
introduced by Cromwell were more conservative and included a 
property based franchise; a reorganisation of the Commons 
incorporating Members representing Ireland and Scotland; a 
redistribution of seats; and the enfranchisement of Manchester, 
Durham, Leeds and Halifax. After the Restoration, parliamentary 
representation resumed its traditional form, but the franchise and 
the electoral process were subjected to closer scrutiny than before 
the Civil War. 

The Eighteenth Century 

It has been argued that in the early eighteenth century there was a 
brief period when the electoral system in England and Wales 
flourished as never before.12 The electorate was both numerous and 
vigorous. Perhaps as many as twenty-five per cent of the adult male 
population possessed the vote: a potential electorate of up to half a 
million men.13 The growth of the electorate during this period 
outstripped the increase in the English and Welsh population.14 

Although there was unevenness in the distribution of the electorate, 
Geoffrey Holmes has argued that there were few substantial towns 
unrepresented by MPs in this period. The voters residing in towns 
that did not return their own Members were able to influence the 
returns of the county MPs. 15 More important than the number and 
distribution of electors was the fact that they were able to exercise 
their votes regularly because of the number and frequency of 
contested elections. The Triennial Act of 1694 ensured that there 
was a general election at least every three years. Between 1679 and 
1716 there were sixteen general elections with around a third of 
seats going to the poll on each occasion. Virtually every constituency 
was contested at least once in the period. The renewed vigour of the 
electorate after the Glorious Revolution may also be attributed to 
the fact that there was a greater awareness of who could and who 
could not vote. Legislation in 1696 had obliged returning officers to 
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take a copy of the poll at elections held under their jurisdiction and 
produce it on request. Therefore, for the first time lists of those who 
voted could be scrutinised and qualifications discussed. 

The voting qualification in English counties remained the 
possession of freehold property valued for land tax at forty shillings 
per annum. However, recent research has demonstrated that the 
qualification could be interpreted broadly by contemporaries and 
included tenants who held leases for lives, annuities, rent charges 
and mortgages based on freehold property.16 Despite the 
introduction of a freeholder's oath and the need to have forty 
shillings a year above all charges, the depreciated level of forty 
shillings led to many being able to vote. In this way the distinction 
between bad votes and poorer voters may have become blurred. The 
customary nature of the franchise made it difficult to determine 
exactly who could and who could not vote and evidence from 
petitions lodged in cases where elections were disputed has 
demonstrated the fact that a wide range of people were turning up 
to vote in county elections including those 'which were only 
Hospital·men, and received Alms; others who were under Age, or 
had purchased their freeholds within a year' Y The clergy had also 
been given the right to vote in parliamentary elections, swelling the 
number of forty shilling freeholders in county electorates by perhaps 
as many as ten thousand.18 The total number of electors varied from 
county to county, ranging from 20,000 voters in Yorkshire to 800 in 
Rutland. 

There was a wide variety of borough franchises and the addition 
of local customary practices means that it is impossible to define a 
'typical' borough voter in eighteenth-century England. The major 
categories of borough franchises were the inhabitant householder 
boroughs, freemen or corporation boroughs and the burgage 
boroughs.19 The householder boroughs included the quaintly named 
'potwalloper' boroughs (literally those who, as lodgers, boil the pot) 
and the scot and lot boroughs. The franchise could thus be open to 
all adult male householders or to those inhabitants paying taxes. 
The freemen boroughs included some where voting was restricted to 
resident freemen only; others where honorary and nonresident 
freemen were also allowed to vote; some where freemen and 
freeholders were allowed to vote; or freemen and inhabitant 
householders. In corporation boroughs the right of voting was 
confined to members of the town's corporation. All corporation 
boroughs were 'closed' or rotten boroughs and in none did the 
electorate rise above sixty. A burgage was defined in Beatson's 
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Parliamentary Register as 'one undivided and indivisible tenement, 
neither created nor capable of being created within time of memory, 
which has immemorially given a right of voting'. The voting 
qualification was thus attached to property and not to people. If one 
person owned more than one burgage property, proxies were able to 
vote on their behalf. This was also the case where the owner of the 
property was a woman or a minor and thus ineligible to vote. There 
were also the two university boroughs of Cambridge and Oxford 
where the franchise was vested in masters and doctors of arts of 
those universities. 

It should be noted that the sex of voters was not determined by 
law and the fact that many borough and all county franchises were 
based on property ownership meant that there was a measure of 
ambiguity surrounding women's - especially widows' - participation 
in elections. Although there are instances of widows presenting 
themselves at the poll to vote there were usually protests and 
'customary' practice was invoked in order to justify the 
disqualification of their votes. In the case of burgage boroughs by 
the eighteenth century the practice was developed of widows 
transferring their right to vote to a male. 20 The legal complexities of 
the issues concerning women and voting was illustrated by the case 
of Olive v. Ingram considered by the King's Bench in 1738.21 The 
case concerned the election of a woman, Sarah Bly, to the post of 
sexton in a London parish with the support of women members of 
the congregation. Her election was disputed by the loser, John Olive. 
The Chief Justice who presided over the case broadened its remit to 
explore the instances of women occupying public office and voting 
in local and even parliamentary elections. The case was decided in 
favour of Sarah Bly but the decision was based upon the fact that 
the office was of minor significance and was a private rather than a 
public trust. Although this judgement closed off the opportunity for 
women to vote in parliamentary elections, in a host of other minor 
local offices and in private trusts and companies women could and 
did exercise their right to vote.22 

The franchise in a number of boroughs became more restrictive in 
the eighteenth century, although some boroughs managed to 
broaden it. The Last Determinations (Amendment) Act in 1729, 
ensured that the committee of privileges and elections 'could decide 
and determine ... the nature of the franchise in a constituency after 
a disputed return'. This had the effect of reducing local customary 
claims for the vote as the committee almost always tightened up the 
qualifications for the franchise, a trend which had begun in the late 
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seventeenth century. However, the Act did not stop claims for the 
broadening of the borough franchise from vocal local communities 
and there were a number of successes.23 

Wales returned MPs for twenty-four one-member constituencies. 
The franchise for the twelve Welsh counties was the forty shilling 
freehold. The borough electorates were of a reasonable size and the 
right to vote was vested in inhabitant scot and lot, corporation or 
freemen voters. 

In Scotland and Ireland the franchise was generally more 
restrictive.24 In Scotland, the electoral system was adapted from that 
in use before 1707 in the Parliament of Scotland and the franchise 
remained unaltered. The county franchise was restricted to 
freeholders possessing land 'of old extent' valued at a minimum of 
forty shillings per annum. 'Of old extent' referred to land valued 
according to the ancient valuation in place in medieval times. The 
implications of this were that by the eighteenth century only men of 
substantial property and those who held land from Crown were 
enfranchised. Even so, in no Scottish county did the electorate 
exceed 200 men. With the exception of Edinburgh, Scottish burghs 
were combined in groups of four or five to elect one MP. Every 
burgh council elected a delegate, and delegates of each group met 
together and elected the MP. Each burgh took it in turns to act as 
the returning burgh. In Edinburgh there were thirty-three electors 
who were members of the city council, forming a self-perpetuating 
oligarchy. Overall, only one in 100 could vote, producing an 
electorate of about 2,000.25 

Ireland possessed a separate parliament before the Act of Union 
with England in 1800. Both the parliament and the electoral system 
were patterned closely on the example of England. Three hundred 
MPs were returned to the House of Commons, a mixture of 
borough and county representatives. The county franchise was the 
forty shilling freehold. There were freemen, corporation, 
potwalloper and freehold borough franchises. In addition, Trinity 
College, Dublin returned two Members. The Irish Parliament was 
closely controlled by Westminster, and until the Octennial Act of 
1768, general elections in Ireland were held infrequently. 
Parliaments lasted for the life of the sovereign. Catholics were also 
barred from voting until 1793. Irish borough constituencies were 
closely controlled by the Protestant aristocracy and there were a 
number of acts passed tightening up electoral procedures, 
culminating in a law of 1795 which established a residential 
qualification was for all voters. 
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In general, historians have taken their cue from contemporary 
writers on the eighteenth-century electorate and emphasised its 
unsavoury, corrupt and restrictive nature in the decades before 
1832. The Whig historians of the nineteenth century painted a bleak 
picture of corruption and venality in the unreformed electoral 
system. In the early twentieth century, Sir Lewis Namier viewed 
electoral politics as a measure of the power of aristocratic landlords 
and patrons. Even those writers who argued that there was a 
representative electorate in the first years of the century have been 
dismissive of the Hanoverian voters.26 These historians have based 
their assertions on a range of evidence. Firstly, that legislation 
including the Septennial Act (1716) and the Last Determinations Act 
(1729) strengthened the power of the Whig-dominated Parliaments 
over the electorate. Secondly, that after 1716 the electorate 
increasingly became irrelevant. This was due to a number of factors 
including the decreasing number of contested elections (from 1741 
to 1807 for example, only in 1774 did the number of county 
contests reach double figures); the astounding growth of the 
population in certain areas of the North and the Midlands which 
meant that an increasing number of substantial (as well as poorer) 
members of the community were not in possession of the vote; and 
the enduring nature of the traditional institutions of crown, 
aristocracy and church which effectively by-passed public opinion. 
As a proportion of the adult male population, the electorate 
contracted from 23.9% in 1715 to not more than 14.4% in 1831.27 

A third point charts the extension of patronage, both public and 
private, which stifled any independent opinion. Finally, the 
behaviour of the voters themselves has been brought into question. 
At best they are seen as deferential to the political persuasion of 
their employers and landlords and at worst they are viewed as 
corrupt, venal and open to intimidation. 

These assumptions have· been challenged, most notably by Frank 
O'Gorman and John Phillips who have sought to rehabilitate the 
unreformed electorate, asserting that it was a vibrant and important 
part of the political landscape before 1832.28 Their arguments rest 
on the diverse nature of the eighteenth-century electorate, which 
could be regarded as a strength as well as a weakness. In many 
boroughs, the electorate spanned the occupational and economic 
spectrum, with tradesmen and craftsmen a substantial proportion. 
Thus they accept that the electoral system was partly controlled by 
local elites, but argue that this was achieved with difficulty and 
required extensive organisation and financial input. The voter~ 
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patron relationship was a complex and reciprocal one.29 They 
closely analyse electoral behaviour and argue that the large turnouts 
when elections were contested, the strength of party voting and the 
loyalty of experienced voters demonstrate a mature, politically 
informed electorate. Lastly, they use the widespread, popular 
contemporary debates on the representative system, the growth of 
print culture, and an enduring tradition of political independence to 
claim that electoral politics became an increasingly active and 
participatory experience. 30 

Movements for Reform in the Late Eighteenth Century 

Efforts for parliamentary reform in the eighteenth century tended to 
founder on a fundamental conflict between parliamentary reformers 
and radicals. Parliamentary reformers, drawing upon the 'country' 
opposition and classical republican traditions, were mainly 
concerned with ensuring the independence of the electorate by 
combating bribery and ministerial influence, disenfranchising 
corrupt boroughs and redistributing seats, rather than with 
extending the franchise itself. They celebrated the voter whose 
landed property gave him the independence to resist the 
blandishments of corruption, and whose Protestant religion provided 
a bulwark against despotic popery. Calls for an actual extension of 
the franchise were rarely if ever heard.31 However, from the 1760s 
onward, radicals organised 'the people' outside of Parliament to add 
to the attack on corruption the demand for a significant extension of 
the franchise: a more fundamental transformation of the 
constitution. 

Radicals such as James Burgh and James Almon began to develop 
theories of household representation, which replaced the notion that 
representation should be based on property. They asserted that in 
the ancient constitution all taxpaying householders could vote. As 
Goodwin argues, this represented a significant break from the 
traditional republican idea that only property made men 
independent enough to vote.32 The equation of taxation with 
representation acquired greater force when American colonists 
protested against the Stamp Tax because they were not represented 
in Parliament. Burgh also contributed to the idea of an association 
movement to press for reform. 33 These ideas translated into action 
when Parliament overturned John Wilkes's election for Middlesex in 
1769, on the grounds that he had been outlawed for seditious libel. 
In a few constituencies in the late 1760s and 1770s, voters 
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petitioned or demanded that their candidates r,ress for an extension 
of the franchise to all inhabitant householders. 4 

Radicals attempted to gain support in Parliament from the 
Rockingham Whigs, but this alliance failed. Lord Chatham may 
have been influenced by republicans such as Thomas Hollis in the 
1760s, and even suggested in 1770 that one member each be added 
for the counties, but his motion did not pass. 35 The Rockingham 
Whigs advanced reform propositions to gain advantage from a 
political situation in turmoil, and their political philosophy was not 
based on expanding the suffrage, but on curbing the power of the 
crown by reforming the budget and diminishing corruption. In fact, 
Edmund Burke famously articulated the theory of virtual 
representation when he told Bristol voters in 1774 that Members of 
Parliament s~oke for the nation, rather than particular 
constituencies. 6 

By 1779-80, however, reform revived in the shape of the 
Association movement, but tensions over the scope of reform 
persisted. While landed gentlemen dominated the Yorkshire 
movement, the Westminster Committee in London endorsed 
universal manhood suffrage.37 In 1780, the Duke of Richmond, 
inspired by the Society for Constitutional Information, moved to 
procure a more equal representation in Parliament on the basis of a 
'natural, unalienable, and equal right to vote', but as he spoke, the 
Gordon riots erupted around the Houses of Parliament, discrediting 
his motion. 38 By the early 1780s, the younger William Pitt also put 
forth some more moderate reform proposals, mainly to add extra 
seats rather than to increase the representation, but even these 
motions failed and Pitt turned against reform. 39 Despite this failure, 
the Association movement had asserted the principle of associating 
and expressing opinions outside of Parliament. 

The Association movement also inspired demands for franchise 
expansion in Ireland. The Irish Volunteer movement originally 
focused on demanding legislative independence for Ireland, but by 
1782 began to demand the elimination of borough patronage and 
the enfranchisement of Protestant leaseholders worth ten pounds a 
year.40 However, in 1783-4, such motions were defeated, for 
parliamentarians feared that the Volunteer movement was escaping 
elite control. By the 1790s, agitation for reform intensified on the 
extra-parliamentary level, but reformers divided on the extent of the 
franchise, the secret ballot, and the question of Catholic votes. In 
response to the threat of an alliance between reformers and 
Catholics, the British government pressured the Irish Parliament into 
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granting the franchise to Catholic forty shilling freeholders in the 
counties, although they still could not sit in Parliament. The 
boroughs largely excluded Catholic on certain technical and 
customary grounds. Furthermore, Protestant landlords impelled their 
Catholic tenants to vote in their interests.41 More radical reformers 
formed the United Irishmen and believed that only universal suffrage 
and Catholic enfranchisement could solve Ireland's problems.42 

After the failed 1798 uprising, the British united Ireland with 
England by the 1800 Act of Union, which abolished the Irish 
Parliament but gave the Irish 100 Members of Parliament in 
London, elected with a somewhat reduced borough representation. 

The Association movement had also sparked a Scottish reform 
movement. In the 1770s, smaller landowners began agitating for 
electoral reform in order to preserve their representation from bein~ 
swamped by the 'fictitious' franchises created by great landlords. 4 

And by 1782, a burgh reform movement emerged, comprised of the 
'middle ranks' and wealthy men of the cities who were frustrated at 
their total lack of representation.44 A parallel but separate and 
weaker movement called for reform of the county franchise. But 
given the oligarchic control over Scottish representation in 
Parliament, neither the burgh nor the county reformers could 
succeed in reforming Scottish politics. 45 

Tensions intensified between reformers and radicals in the era of 
the French Revolution. Members of Parliament such as Flood and 
Grey introduced motions for reform of Parliament in 1790 (Flood), 
1793 and 1797 (Grey), asking for corrupt boroughs to be 
disenfranchised, the resulting seats redistributed to unrepresented 
boroughs and counties, and the franchise to be extended to 
leaseholders, copy holders, and sometimes householders.46 Flood 
claimed that a moderate parliamentary reform would avert, rather 
than threaten, revolution. 47 

Thomas Paine's notion that rights should be based on reason, 
rather than property-owning, household status, or taxation, 
provided a more radical rationale for universal manhood suffrage. A 
very few radical reformers, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, George 
Phillips, Thomas Spence and Thomas Cooper, took Paine's 
argument to its logical conclusion and suggested that the franchise 
be extended to women.48 The 1790s were also notable for the 
autonomous participation and organisation of working men in 
reform efforts, such as the London Corresponding Society. 49 The 
failure of Grey's 1793 parliamentary reform impelled radicals to 
resort to a national convention in Scotland, but in the era of the 
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French Revolution their efforts seemed too dangerous, and the 
government cracked down harshly, especially in Scotland. 

Early nineteenth-century radicals tended to see the middle classes 
and the working classes as the productive members of society, 
unjustly excluded from political power by a parasitic aristocracy. In 
1809, Sir Francis Burdett introduced a motion to replace traditional 
constituencies with equal one-member districts elected by those 
freeholders, householders and others who were subject to direct 
taxation in support of the poor, the church and the state.50 This 
motion therefore revived the principle of representation derived from 
taxation. Immediately after the end of the Napoleonic wars, 
however, radicals organised a mass movement for universal 
manhood suffrage, rejecting Burdett's focus on taxation as a 
qualification for the vote.51 

In the 1820s, interest in parliamentary reform revived among 
philosophers such as Jeremy Bentham and James Mill and politicians 
such as Lord Russell. Instead of universal manhood suffrage on the 
basis of natural rights, they proposed much more limited reforms to 
make government more responsive and efficient. 52 In 1822, Russell 
unsuccessfully introduced a moderate reform bill for the 
redistribution of seats to enfranchise the great commercial and 
manufacturing towns. 53 

The 1832 Reform Act 

Jonathan Clark has argued that the repeal of the Test and 
Corporations Acts of 1828 and the Catholic Emancipation Act of 
1829 signalled a sudden and fatal collapse in the self-confidence of 
the political and religious establishment leading the way open for 
wide-ranging political reform. 54 The Act not only demonstrated that 
reform was an achievable goal but it also heralded the failure of the 
T aries, who had been the party of government for over twenty 
years. Others have argued that far from indicating a collapse of the 
power of the elite, the Reform Act was an assertive measure 
designed to contain the challenge of new social groups. 55 These 
views, however, underplay the importance of the diverse collection 
of intellectual and popular groups that had agitated for the political 
change for decades before 1832. By 1830, the death of George IV, 
the onset of economic depression and the formation of the London 
Radical Association and the Birmingham Political Union (which 
were the inspiration for a range of other reform groups throughout 
the country) influenced the change in the political mood. 



xx1v History of Suffrage 1760-1867: Volume 1 

The first draft of the Reform Bill indicates both the extent and the 
limitations of the influence of the contemporary debates on the 
nature of the constitution. In general, the ideas of responsible 
citizenship were accepted but concepts of natural, universal rights 
were rejected, in favour of the status quo. The reform had to be 
extensive enough to satisfy public opinion but was to be based on 
property and existing franchises in order to appease vested interests 
in Parliament. The redistribution of seats, rather than the increase in 
the electorate, was the major feature of the draft bill. The committee 
was also in favour of the secret ballot, although this was never 
introduced to the commons. 

The bill had a hazardous journey through Parliament and the 
pressure of public opinion was a crucial factor in its eventual 
enactment. In 1831, Parliament was dissolved and an election was 
fought on the principles of reform. Throughout the country 
politicians were brought face to face with public demands for reform 
and the resulting Whig landslide demonstrated the fact that the issue 
could no longer be sidestepped. Even so, Grey had to threaten the 
Lords with the creation of peers and accept the amendment of Lord 
Chandos in order to get the Act passed by the upper house. 
Ultimately, as O'Gorman has argued, the Reform Act was 'not 
democratic, it was not theoretical, and it had everything to do with 
political realities'. 56 

The Reform Act abolished 56 borough constituencies and reduced 
a further thirty from two MPs to one.57 These seats were 
redistributed, roughly equally, between new borough and county 
constituencies. New seats were also created in Wales, Scotland and 
Ireland. Both English and Welsh boroughs and counties now 
possessed standard franchises. The county franchise remained at the 
forty shilling threshold set by the Act of 1430. The borough 
qualification became a uniform £10 household franchise. However, 
the uniform nature of both franchises was complicated by the fact 
that the 'ancient rights', customary voters remained in borough 
electorates and that the Chandos clause had introduced voting rights 
for tenants and leaseholders holding land worth £50 per annum. 

The Act had the effect of increasing the number of voters by 
about forty-five per cent. In England and Wales around eighteen per 
cent of adult males possessed the franchise. In Scotland, the Reform 
Act had dramatic effects. There were over eighteen times as many 
electors after 1832, although a far smaller proportion of the 
population could vote than in England and Wales. The average 
burgh electorate was over 1,000 voters, ensuring that Scottish 
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burghs remained largely independent. The counties were smaller and 
thus continued to be controlled by substantial landowners. 

In Ireland, the Reform Act had less impact than the Catholic 
Emancipation Act. In 1829, the county franchise was raised from 
forty shillings to ten pounds, reducing the county electorate from 
216,000 to 37,000 voters, because of the fear that Catholic 
emancipation had changed the nature of the Irish electorate too 
extensively. However, the 1832 Reform Act added a £10 leaseholder 
franchise in the counties, increasing the county electorate to 60,597, 
and increased the borough electorate slightly.58 

In many ways, the Reform Act measures which modified the 
conduct of elections had more profound implications for the 
constitution than the redistribution or franchise clauses. The polling 
period was reduced from two weeks to two days; the number of 
polling places was increased, aided by the subdivision of counties 
which meant that voters no longer had to travel to the county town 
to vote; and a register of electors was established. Nonetheless, 
Charles Seymour argued that corruption worsened after 1832.59 

The 1832 Reform Act has clung on to its epithet 'the Great Reform 
Act' despite a vigorous pummelling from twentieth-century 
historians.60 The debate centres around whether the Act ushered in a 
new dawn for the early nineteenth-century electorates or whether the 
strong elements of continuity between the old system and the new 
reduced its importance. Gash, for example, argued 'there was scarcely 
a feature of the old unreformed system that could not be found in 
existence after 1832' and O'Gorman has asserted that far from 
reforming the system, the architects of 1832 attempted to make the 
new political order as like the old one as possible: 'one electoral system 
disappeared and gave way, then, to one remarkably like itsel£'.61 

Most notably, the traditional opinion that the Reform Act ushered 
in the primacy of the middle classes in the nation has been 
challenged.62 Recent analyses emphasise the enduring nature of 
aristocratic power; in these studies, the Reform Act is a mere tool, 
furnishing the established elites with the means necessary for their 
survival.63 The aristocracy obviously retained their power in the 
spheres where they had influence; to argue that aristocratic control 
disappeared overnight would be a deception. New proprietary 
boroughs - such as Huddersfield - were established, as the old ones 
were being disenfranchised. The new voters adopted the procedures 
and rituals of the old; the patrons echoed the techniques of control 
and the people followed the path of popular electoral participation 
discovered by their forefathers. 
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R. J. Morris, in contrast, has argued that the continuation of 
patrician influence should be placed alongside the triumph of the 
new independent boroughs where the middle classes were able to 
establish their own institutions to counterbalance the social power 
of the rural aristocracy.64 In this interpretation, the aristocracy were 
forced to change their behaviour to take into account this new force 
in British society and politics, rather than merely absorbing the 
middle class into their own ranks. Yet James Vernon asserts that the 
success of the Whig politicians in incorporating the middle classes 
into the political nation was a retrogressive step, slamming shut the 
portals of power to the mass of the population and stifling 'a radical 
libertarian tradition'. Vernon also highlights the fact that the Act 
assigned the franchise to 'a male person' for the first time as a sign 
of women's withdrawal from politics.65 However, recent work has 
thrown doubt upon this withdrawal, for women's engagement was 
both widely acknowledged and highly contested. The first petition 
for female suffrage was presented to Parliament in 1832 and leading 
radical politicians, such as James Silk Buckingham, supported the 
cause.66 

The number of men participating in elections was much greater 
after 1832 than before, even though the proportion of the voters to the 
total population increased only very slightly after 1832. However, the 
lack of contested elections before 1832 meant that the number of 
voters who actually had the opportunity to exercise their vote was 
much smaller than those nominally possessing the franchise. The 
benefits of registration which were inaugurated by the Act meant that 
for the first time it was possible to calculate accurately the size of the 
electorate. Derek Beales has demonstrated that over three times as 
many people voted in 1832 as in the earlier period. 67 This effect was 
even more striking in Scotland and Wales. In 1830 there had been no 
Welsh contests and only 239 people had voted in Scotland. 

This notion of electoral participation can be augmented if turnout 
figures are compared before and after the Reform Act. Registration 
procedures encouraged high turnouts. Registration also positively 
encouraged qualified people to consider themselves as voters and 
gave substance to the hitherto shadowy notion of an electorate. 
Voters were clearly aware of their right to vote and political parties 
and canvassers could, if they so wished, pursue reluctant voters and 
'encourage' them to come to the poll. Turnout rates were often 
above ninety per cent in the 1830s and remained extraordinarily 
high compared with contemporary expectations of around seventy 
per cent. 
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The Reform Act ushered in a period in which, almost universally, 
partisan voting was the norm. One commentator has even claimed that 
'reform quickly destroyed the political system that had prevailed 
during the long reign of George III and replaced it with an essentially 
modern electoral system based on rigid partisanship and clearly 
articulated political principle'.68 Split voting grew increasingly 
uncommon after 1832, and partisan voting in all types of 
constituencies, not just those where party conflict was especially 
strong, dominated the electoral scene. Voters began to develop 
enduring loyalties to particular political parties and repeat their choice 
of party at each election. This is in marked contrast to elections earlier 
in the eighteenth century when the so-called 'floating vote' was an 
unstable and often decisive factor in elections.69 

The decades after the 1832 Reform Act revived theoretical debates 
about the franchise and the process of elections. The 1835 
Municipal Corporations Act provided one practical focus for these 
debates and the enfranchisement of ratepayers was too close to the 
idea of household suffrage or even universal suffrage for many 
conservatives. However, it disenfranchised the few women who had 
voted in local elections in boroughs (although single and widowed 
women could still vote in some poor law vestry elections).70 As with 
the 1832 Act, the implications of municipal reform proved more 
threatening in theory than in practice. By 1851 only eighteen cities 
and boroughs had taken advantage of the Act and established 
reformed corporations. Those corporations that existed retained 
restrictive electorates. It was not until the passage of the Small 
Tenements Act, which allowed for the enfranchisement of occupiers 
even if they did not pay their rates in person, that the municipal 
electorate became representative.71 

The Chartist movement objected to the exclusion of most 
working-class men from the 1832 Reform Act and claimed universal 
manhood suffrage on the basis of natural rights, the ancient 
constitution, and social and economic grievances. Their People's 
Charter demanded universal manhood suffrage, abolition of 
property qualifications for Members of Parliament, payment of 
Members, annual parliaments, equal electoral districts, and the 
secret ballot. Although the first draft of the People's Charter had not 
distinguished between male and female universal suffrage, the 
qualification was tightened because it was argued that an adherence 
to female suffrage would retard the general movement for increased 
political rights. This proved to be an ongoing debate within the 
movement.72 
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The Chartists rejected the narrower household franchise, bringing 
themselves into opposition with many middle-class radical 
politicians who supported other aspects of the Charter. For example, 
George Grote introduced an annual measure for secret ballot from 
1833 to 1841. Efforts to extend the franchise were introduced in the 
Commons after 1839; the most notable was Joseph Hume's proposal 
for household suffrage, the ballot and equal electoral districts in 
1848. More successfully, a Corrupt Practices Act was passed in 1854 
which gave precise definitions of corrupt practices, including 
bribery, and assigned penalties for those found guilty. It was not 
until the 1850s that the front benches of the two major parties 
began to consider the possibilities for further reform. Russell 
introduced three bills in 1852, 1854 and 1860 and Disraeli 
introduced one bill in 1859. However, these measures were 
distinguished from those introduced by the radicals because their 
main principle was to retain the existing property franchise rather 
than replace it with a household qualification or universal suffrage. 

The Second Reform Act 

The Second Reform Act extended the suffrage to most male 
householders in borough constituencies. Historians generally explain 
the passage of the Second Reform Act as the result of complex and 
confusing manoeuvrings for advantage between Gladstone and 
Disraeli. However, contemporary debates centred around how and 
whether the working classes should be incorporated into the 
constitution.73 

As labour unions grew more moderate and disciplined, 
concentrating on the exclusive interests of skilled working men and 
co-operating with Liberals on issues such as municipal reform, the 
prospects for franchise extension improved. 74 Gladstone and his 
Liberal supporters therefore formulated a moral vision of citizenship 
and the nation which could unite working men and the middle 
classes into the People, instead of what he perceived as the 
Conservatives' adherence to a class-divided society.75 He introduced 
his Reform Bill extending the franchise to urban male working-class 
householders by arguing that they were 'the fathers of families' and 
'our own flesh and blood'. 

However, according to Charles Seymour, Gladstone's 1866 bill 
was carefully calibrated to ensure that while it would increase 
working-class representation, the middle class would still 
predominate. Gladstone's bill would have reduced the voting 
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qualification in the boroughs from £10 to £7, and enfranchised 
lodgers who paid an annual rent of £10, who were expected to be 
middle class. In an important shift, Gladstone would have also 
weakened the link between taxation and representation by doing 
away with the clause that insisted that voters must be ratepayers, 
because landlords paid the rates of many tenants (known as 
compounding the rates).16 

Gladstone's bill, however, failed, technically on the point of 
whether property should be assessed on rateable value or actual 
rent, but also because of substantial opposition on its principles 
from Conservatives and even Liberals such as Robert Lowe. Some 
feared that the working class would upset the balance of different 
interests in the House of Commons.77 Utilitarians such as J. Roebuck 
and R. Lowe denounced the notion that men had a 'natural right' to 
vote; instead, they must prove their fitness for this privilege. 78 

Although the working-class organisations had not focused on 
reform during the early 1860s, they and their allies regarded the 
rejection of Gladstone's 1866 bill as an insult, and started to agitate 
more strenuously for reform. 79 They argued that they deserved the 
vote because of their property in skill.80 They organised mass 
meetings and when they were forbidden to meet in Hyde Park in 
1866, a minor riot ensued.81 

Of course, Disraeli did not introduce his Reform Bill because of 
the riots, or even out of principle; rather, he eventually manoeuvred 
it through Parliament on the basis of political advantage. Yet the 
mass agitation of working-class artisans and middle class reformers 
did play some part in the impetus for reform, as F. B. Smith argues, 
though Maurice Cowling disagrees.82 Both Liberals and 
Conservatives were forced to accept a bill which went further than 
they had desired, making working-class voters the majority rather 
than selectively enfranchising respectable artisans. Disraeli 
introduced a bill which would have expanded the borough franchise 
but also allowed a dual vote for wealthier property owners and 
professionals. These 'fancy franchises' were stripped away in 
committee, however. In the end, the final bill gave the vote to 
practically all rate-paying male householders in boroughs, but, as a 
compromise, also to lodgers renting rooms worth ten pounds a 
year. 83 Due to pressure from Gladstone, Disraeli had been forced to 
accept an amendment prohibiting the compounding of rates (the 
payment of local taxes by landlords) and substitute the personal 
payment of rates; this was to ensure that voters had to earn their 
privilege through paying taxes. But the personal payment of rates 
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was impractical; tenants revolted against this provision, so in the 
end, the requirement that voters be ratepayers was dropped, and the 
link between taxation and representation disappeared on a 
technicality. In the end, four main franchises existed in the 
boroughs: ten pound occupation, household and lodger, plus the 
remaining 'ancient right' franchises pre-existing the act. In the 
counties, the electorate was increased to a lesser extent by a £12 
occupation franchise and a reduction in the lease and copyholder 
qualification from ten pounds to five pounds. 

The Reform Act for Scotland resembled that for England. 84 The 
Irish county franchise had already been doubled in 1850 and the 
Irish Reform Act, passed reluctantly by Disraeli in the face of 
Fenianism, only reduced the borough qualification from eight 
pounds to four pounds while 'the county franchise was maintained 
at the 1850 level of twelve pounds'. This Act basically enfranchised 
most borough ratepayers, though still excluding 'the very lowest', 
and increased the borough electorate from 30, 955 to 45,625.85 

The impact of the Third Reform Act was to add 1,119,226 men to 
the United Kingdom electorate, nearly doubling it, and making the 
working class the majority of voters. 86 However, many working 
class artisans and miners in urban districts of counties still could not 
vote, as well as, of course, agricultural labourers. Many working 
men complained that the Act did not go far enough. 87 The Third 
Reform Act did not do away with the problem of corruption and 
intimidation, although the increased size of constituencies made 
bribery more difficult and expensive. The Secret Ballot Act of 1872, 
however, went far in ensuring the independence of voters.88 

Women's Suffrage 

The agitation around the Reform Act inspired feminists, already 
active for married women's property rights and educational 
opportunities, to campaign for the vote.89 In the campaigns for 
women's suffrage in the 1860s and 1870s, however, they tended to 
espouse a rather conservative rationale for the vote on the basis of 
single women's property holding and historical precedents. 
Organised in the Kensington Society, they wrote a petition for James 
Stuart Mill to present to Parliament.90 On 20 May 1867, Parliament 
actually debated, but rejected, Mill's motion for women to be 
included in the Representation of the People Bill on the same basis 
as men (i.e. single women householders). The women's suffrage 
movement grew, nonetheless, with committees all over Britain. 



General Introduction xxxi 

In the 1869 Municipal Franchise Act, however, Dr Richard 
Pankhurst was enable to insert a clause preventing the Act from 
extending the franchise only to male occupiers, on the grounds that 
women ratepayers had long enjoyed the vote in local government. The 
next year, therefore, women could vote for, and even serve on school 
boards, although in 1872 the courts decided that married women 
could not vote in local elections because of the doctrine of coverture. 
The first woman poor law guardian was elected in 1875, but women 
could not run for office in local government until1907.91 

Agitation for women's suffrage continued, and the first women's 
suffrage bill was introduced in 1870. It did pass its second reading, 
and was debated in 1871, but was rejected in committee, under 
pressure from Gladstone, who also pressured MPs to reject the 1872 
bill. However, the biggest push came in 1873, when the Household 
Franchise Bill was introduced to give the agricultural labourers in the 
counties the vote bestowed on borough inhabitants by the Second 
Reform Act. Jacob Bright unsuccessfully moved an amendment to 
enfranchise single and widowed ratepaying heads of households. 92 

Conclusion 

The failure to enfranchise women demonstrated the limits of 
constitutional change. The franchise in Britain was always a 
privilege, not a right. The 1832 Reform Act incorporated middle­
class men into the constitution but retained aristocratic power. The 
Second Reform Act was shaped by the notion of enfranchising 
'deserving' working men, but even after the Reform Act of 1884 a 
third of adult men lacked the vote. Nonetheless, the Second Reform 
Act had introduced the principle of numbers which slowly led to 
almost complete universal suffrage in England, Wales and Scotland 
by 1928. 
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Representation in Parliament 


Reflexions on Representation in Parliament: Being An Attempt to 
shew the Equity and Practicability, not only of establishing a more 
equal representation throughout Great Britain, but also of admitting 
the American to a Share in the Legislature: with An Enumeration of 
the principal Benefits which would result from these Measures, both 
to the Colonies and the Mother-Country. (London: W. Flexney, 1766) 

This pamphlet demonstrates the strong connection that was made by 
contemporaries between a more equal representative system in 
Britain and the necessity of a system of incorporating the colonies, 
notably America, within the British constitution. It was published in 
the midst of the turmoil caused by the passage of the Stamp Act in 
1765 in which it was claimed by leading parliamentarians that the 
colonies were 'virtually represented' by the British Parliament. 
Opponents to this view - which included a wide range of British and 
American politicians - linked the payment of taxation to the 
necessity for direct representation and these points are reiterated by 
the author of this tract. It is again claimed that the ancient practice 
of representation demands that 'every man, as near as possible' (in 
the eyes of the author this means all men with sufficient property to 
be immune from undue influence) should have an influence in the 
public bodies representing him. The author also calls for the 
registration of voters and an end to local representation, replacing it 
with a distribution of seats according to the population. He 
describes in great detail how such a scheme would work in America 
and Britain's other colonies including Ireland and the West Indies. It 
is asserted that a reform in the system of representation is necessary 
for the maintenance of the British Empire. 
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R E F L E X I 0 N S, &c. 

I N order to determine whether or no 
th~ C_?lonifts and non-ele[t~rs of Great 
Bnta1n can reafonably da1m a repre­

fentation in parliament, it will be neceifary 
to enquire into the origin of reprefentation,. 
and to fift out the true principles whereon 
the right of their fellow-fubjects, the elec­
tors, is founded; for if they all plead the 
Jame title, their pretenfions muft: be ~de 
good by the fa1ne proofs. 

'' It was formerly difputed with great 
" acrin1ony, fays Mr. l-Iume, hiftory of 
" England, vol. I. p. 407, Appendix zd. 
" whether the commons or the reprefen­
" tatives of counties and boroughs, were 
a in the more early times conftituent parts 
'~ of parliament : But fuch is the force of 
" titne and evidence, that they can fome­
u times prevail even over facrion, and the 
" q ueftion feems by general confent, and 
" even by their own, to be at lafl: deter­
" mined againfl: the ruling party. It is 
" agree~ that the commons ·were no 

B " part 
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'' part of the great council, till {ome ages 
'' after the conquefi, and that the military 
" tenants alone of the crown compofed 
" that ft:1prerne and legiflative affen1bly.'· 
As time and evidence have in this difpute 
prevailed over faCl:ion and prejudice, fo it 
Jnuft be every honefi: man's wi!h, that they 
1-nay be equally fuccefsful in all ; it is 
therefore with a view to promote this de­
firable end, in a que!l:ion of the utmoft im.. 
portance to thefe kingdon1S, that the pub­
lic is trvubled \Vith the following reflexions 
at this interefting junCl:ure. 

If then there was a titne when the houfe 
of conunons made no part of the legifla­
ture, it is an obvious quetl:ion, How came 
they ever to be admitted to a fhare in it ? 
On what principle were reprefentatives al­
lowed of, when and by whom were they 
chofen ? A brief review of the alterations 
which took place in the Briti!h confiitu­
tion, in the reigns immediately fucceeding 
the conqueft, will lead us to the true an­
fwer to thefe queftions. William the Ill:. 
efi:abliihed the feudal fyftem in England, a 
fyfiem founded on this principle, or rather 
fiction of law, that the property of all the. 
lands in the kingdom was vefted in the 
crown. As this, like other fictions of law, 
was in its nature highly extravagant and 

ab­
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abfurd, the feudal government was hardly 
eftabliilied here before it began to be re­
laxed. 

The barons, or immediate tenants of the 
crown, afferted in great meafure their in­
dependence as early as the reigns of Henry 
the lid. and John. The comtnons, or 
tenants of the barons, were not ilow to 
follow this example, as far as they were 
able, and accordingly we find the reprefen­
tatives both of counties and boroughs ap­
pearing in the next reign, at the meetings 
of Simon de Montfort and his confederates, 
Hume's hillory, vol.ll. p. 46. Every man's 
indefeafible title to his property, not de­
pendent on the will, either of the crown 
or his lord, being by this time tolerably 
afcertained, not only his intere!l: in the 
community was acknowledged, but his 
right alfo to a proportionable influence in 
it. Since in the fame degree that he is con­
cerned for the fecurity of the publick, ought 
he to influence thofe n1eafures which are 
taken to provide for that fecurity? not 
only equity demands this, but the good of 
the ftate, which are indeed infeparable: 
for they are leafl: likely to purfue defigns 
detrimental to the commonwealth, who 
are moft expofed to fuffer by them. But 
fince in the national councils of large com-

B 2 munities, 
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mullities, it is impofiib1e to aliow every 
man a vote in perfon; that none h,:>wever 
might be entirely excluded, who were en­
titled to !hare in thetn, the fcheme of re­
prefentation was devifed : A fcheme in­
tended originally to give every tnan, as near 
as poffible, an influence in the public!{ de­
liberations proportioned to his interefl: in 
them. Thefe then are the principles, on 
which every towniliip was allowed repre­
fentatives, and every man of property in 
that townfhip, admitted to vote for thern. 
This is the theory of the Britifh con.ll:itu­
tion, which if founded on truth and reafon, 
every deviation from it in praCtice, muft 
be a deviation fron1 truth and reafon : and 
yet notwithPmndir.g its boafted improve­
tnents of late, it has well nigh loll: entirely 
this, perhaps its moft e!fential excellence; 
the equality of rcprefentation. 

An attention to the conduB: of thofe who 
framed the confiitution, will befi: enable 
us to form a true idea of what it was jn its 
original purity. In thofc times, England, 
comparatively [peaking, had neither manu­
factures nor commerce; \vhat little there 
\Vas of the latter, "\Vas chiefly carried on by 
the cinque ports, and the exporters of tin 
from Cornwal and Devonfhire. The towns 
i:t 	thefe p2.rts therefore, from the natural 

effeets 
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effeCts of trade, becoming the repofitories 
of property, and the refidence of its own­
ers; the wjfe and equitable policy of our 
anceil:ors, allowed them a weight in the 
legiflature, proportioned to their intercfl: in 
the comn1unity. Is it not then fomewhat 
extraordinary, that thefe men lhould be 
called Barbarians, and fiigmatized for their 
ignorance of the conftitution, by thofe 
\vho have lived to fee the reprefentatives 
of the above named places almoft as nu­
merous as their conil:ituents? Might it not 
be at leail: as juft to tell their pofterity, 
" If ye know thefe things, happy are ye 
" if ye do them ?". 

That the confiitution was really model­
ed upon the principles already laid down, 
will further appear from hence, that, as 
Dr. Blackftone obferves in his commenta­
ries, vol. I. p. I 68. " Trade being of a 
" fluCtuating nature, and feldom fixed long 
" to a place, it was formerly left to the 
" crown to fummon pro re nata; the moll: 
cc flouri01ing towns to fend reprefentatives 
" to parliament : fo that as towns increafed 
" in trade, and grew populous, they were 
" admitted to a ihare in the legiflature". 
On thefe principles, and thefe only, the 
.equity of extending this privilege to all 

the 
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the* non-eleCtors throughout the Britii11 
dominions, may be eftablilhed, including 
Ireland, as well as the colonies. They 
po!fefs a very large part of the trade and 
landed property of the commonwealth; 
their intereft in its welfare is proportion­
able, their !hare in its legiflature, none. 

The arguments in their favour will ap­
pear perhaps in a fironger light, if we 
confider a little the nature and end of tax­
ation, one of the mofi important branches 
of legiflation : A tax may be defined to be 
a furrender of one part of a n1an's proper­
ty, for the f.1ke of fecuring the ren1ainder ; 
it is fomewhat analagous to that ceffion 
which every man, on entering into civil 
government, n1akes of l01ne of his natu­
ral rights, to enjoy the rell: in greater fe­
curity. Every tnan, in thefc kingdoms, is 
taxed; that is, a part of his property is 
taken from him, if this too be done with­
out his confent, which is taking alfo a 
part of his liberty, in what fenfe can he 
be called free ? If property in:titles one 
man to reprefcntation, the title mufi: ex­
tend to all who are po.ifeffed of it : Sup­
pofc the colonies disfranchifed, a refump­

* r~eaning always fuch whofe property is lufficient 
to render them inckpcn;lcnt7 and fecure them, if they 
plealc, from undue inl111cncc. 
· tion 
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tion of grants and charters can afFeCl: only 
thoft! privileges confen ed by them. Na­
tural and civil rights are not of this kind~ 
fuch are thofe w·hich intitle men to perfonal 
liberty anrl private property, and the power 
of taxation, by which both thefe are af­
feCted, can refide only in the owner, or 
thofe to whorn he has delegated it. An 
univerfal reprefentation therefore of fuch 
men is no innovation in the confritution, 
it is merely a refioration of it to its origi-; 
nal purity; from which indeed we have fo 
long and fo much deviated, that many 
feem a1mcfi entirely to have lo!l: fight of 
it, and fon1e are ready to deny that it ever 
exifted. But that this is not altogether a 
popular argument invented to ferve a pre­
fcnt turn, will appear from hence, that at­
tempts have heretofore been made to effect­
this defirable reformation. Among others, 
this, it is' well known, was the defign of 
Oliver Cromwell : A fuperficial reader may 
perhaps imagine, that the charaCter of the 
fchemer is fufficient to difcredit his plan, 
but a careful invefi:igation of the motives 
which prompted hirn to adopt it, will 
prove direCtly the reverfc. \Vhoever at­
tends to the hi!tory of England fince the 
Conquefi, cannot but obferve, that the 
greatefi acquifitions were made to liberty, 
and the mofi important ftcps taken towards 

our 
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our prefent confritution under thofe kings 
who had leaft title to the throne : Thefe 
princes yielded to the jufr demands of the 
people to fecure their own ill-gotten pow­
er: The natural fagacity of Cromwell 
could not but fuggeft to him the expedi­
ency of a fimilar policy, without this lef­
fon from hifiory : He whofe ufurpation 
was the mo£1: flagrant, fiood in need of the 
mofi upright adminifi;ation: The worft of 
titles could not otherwife be propofed, 
than by the be!l: of meafures: Such he 
efieemed an equal reprefentation of the 
people, and he well knew that they could 
not look upon it in any other light: He 
therefore undertook it not for their bene­
fit, but his own fecurity : Confident, that 
however equivocal might be the mo­
tives for his conduB:, the advantages of it 
to the public were manifold and t uncon­
trovertible. 

No man will pretend to deny, that the 
inequality of reprefentation in thefe king­
doms, has been long complained of. The 

t If any reader !hould have taken offence at the ac­
count before given of the origin of the houfe of com­
tnons, which he will find inlarged in Hume's hiftory, 
vo}. II. p. 46. he is defired to apply the reafoning here 
made ufe of, in regard to Cromwell, to the cafe of Simon 
de Montfott and his affociatcs. 

on 



10 History of Suffrage 1760-1867: Volume 1 

judicious author of the late commentaries, 
~n the laws of England, concludes his 
account of parliament with thefe words, 
p. 166. " This is the fpirit of our confii­
" tution; not that I affert it is in faCt quite 
" fo perfeCt as I have here endeavoured to 
" defcribe it ; for, if any alteration might 
" be wilhed or fuggefied in the prefent 
" frame of parliament, it !hould be in fa.. 
" vour of a more compleat reprefentation 
" of the people". \Vill any man then con­
tend for making this reprefentation lefs 
tompleat? So far from remedying the evil, 
will he affift in making it worfe, and inll:ead 
of thoufands, extend it to hundreds of thou­
fands; to all N. America, inftead of a part 
of Great Britain ? \Vhy rather iliould it be 
tolerated any longer in either? Why not 
correCled in both ? The right which pro­
yerty confers on one man, it muft confer­
en all who have it : It's nature continues 
the fame, be the fpe;cies of it what it will, 
it is frill property, whether copyhold or 
freehold, real or perfonal. Tis true indeed, 
as the confiderer of objetlions to the tax­
ation of the colonies has affirmed : " That 
" copyholders, leafeholders, and all men 
" poffefied of perfonal property only, chufe 
" no repreientativcs": But it is a grofs 
mifiake, to fuppofc any of them were ex­
cluded in the original plan, or on the ge­

e nuine 
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nuine principles of the conftitution: As for 
leafeholders and copyholders, Dr. Black­
fione has affigned the true reafon of their 
exclufion; where, [peaking in his commen­
taries, p. 166, of the fl:atutes by which the 
privilege of voting for knights of the 
ihire, is confined to freeholders; he fays, 
" Becaufe beneficial leafes for long terms 
" of years, were not in u(e at the making 
" of thefe fiatutes; and copyholders were 
" then little better than villeins, ab(olute­
" ly dependent on their lords". Agreea­
ble to the maxitn whereon we have all along 
been arguing, having no inherent inde­
feafible right to their property, they had, 
comparatively, no interefl: in the commu­
nity, and having no intere11, w·ere not en­
titled to any influence. But when this 
right to their property becarne once efta­
bliihed, which has long been the cafe, their 
daim to reprefentation cannot but follow, 
if it refl:ed only on this foundation : That 
all who contribute towards taxes, ought, 
if pofiible, to confent to them. It is in­
deed pretty extraordinary to hear the con­
fiderer affirming, p. 6. " That he knows 
" of no n1an who is taxed by his own con­
" fent". He cannot but know, that every 
man who votes for a reprefentative, is tax­
ed by his own confent, in the only way 
the confent of rniliions can be given, by 

dele­
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delegation. But if he would confine his 
affertion to confenting in perfon, it is as 
cafily overthrown : :For, when a member 
of parlian1ent poff"effed of 3ool. per ann. 
votes for a land tax; is he, or is he not 
taxed by his own confent? 

In regard to the latter part of the fen­
tence, quoted above, " That the owners 
u of pcrfonal property only chufe no re­
'' prefentatives :'· It may be obferved frotn 
the commentarjes before mentioned, p. 
I 68: That, " As for the eleCl:ors of ci­
" tizens and burgdfes, thefe are fuppo­
" fed to be the tnercantile or trading intereft 
" of the kingdom". I would afk, is the 
property of the trading part of the nation, 
real or perfonal? If perfonal, we fee the 
owners of it \vere far enough from being 
excluded in the original fcheme of the con­
fiitution; and in the prefent improved fiate 
of it, they exceed thofe of the landholders 
in a quadruple proportion. Should it be 
anfwered, that thefe eletl:ors arc not the 
trading part of the nation; it might be 
further afked, Why are they not what they 
are fuppofed to be? Why indeed is not this 
univerfally the cafe, both of electors and. 
reprefentatives ? Can any reafon be aflign­
ed why the former ihould chufe men, who 
a.re underfiood to reprefent others, or the 

C z latter 
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latter be chc(en by thofe whom they are 
not fuppofed to reprefent? * 

It has been !hewn, that in the infancy 
of the conftitution, the utmoft regard was 
had to property of every kind then exi£1:­
ing, as conferring on its owners a right to 
reprefentation. And as this maxin1 was 
for fome ages fo well attended to, that every 
town, as foon as it became confiderable, 
was admitted to a ihare in the legiflature, 
fe\-v individuals, who were in titled to it, 
could have been excluded; for freeholders 
were reprefented before, leafeholders w·ere 
not in being, and copyholders in a fiate of 
dependence : Enough therefore has been 
faid perhaps, not only to efl:ablilh the eq ui­
ty of the meafure, but to lhe\v alfo, that 
it would be no innovation in the confritu­
tion, but only a reformation of it : It is 

• It may pt>thaps be jufily objeCted, that perfonal 
property is of lo unfiable and fluctu:lting a nature, that 
the allowance of rep,refentation to thofc pollelfcd of it, 
would gi\'e occafion to endlefs confufion by illegal and 
fraudulent transfers at the time of elec1ions ; and that 
moreover, it is fo extremely difficult to afcerrain the 
amou11t of the property of men en~agcd in trade, that 
many of thc:m canr.ot: tell thcmfdvcs what they are 
jiJtl}' entitled to, with any degree of exaclnets; but this, 
however true, cannot at all atfect the :agument as far 
it n·gards the owners of permanent and real property; 
whether freeholders, ]cafe holders, or copyho!dcrs; Eu­
ropeans, 	Americans, or Weft lndi~llS. 

the 
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the prefent ftate of reprefentation alone, 
which can jufily be c:lled an innovation; 
but it would be doing in jufiice to this part 
of our fubjed to difmifs it, without taking 
notice of the confeffion w·hich the force of 
truth has extorted from one of its profeffed 
opponents. 

t The Confiderer, p. 17, has this pa(­
fage: " One n1ethod indeed has been 
'' hinted at, and but one that might render 
" the exercife of this power in a Britifh. 
" parliament juft and legal, which is, the 
" introduCtion of reprefentatives frmn the 
" feveral colonies into that body; but as 
cc this has never been ferioufly propofed_, 
" I fhall not here confider the impraetica­
" bility of this rnethod, nor the effects of 
" it, if it could be prafrifed". But is 

t The writer of this pamphlet, fo often mentioned, l1as 
all along argued from practice, and not from principles ; 
what he has advanced amounts to this : The reprefen­
tation of the people of Great Britain is very unequal ; 
therefore thofe in America 1hall not be reprefented at 
all : This inequality in .England is already a great evil ; 
therefore it is high time to make it worfe : No man will 
conteft with him the praclices from whence he draws his 
inferences ; but fhould they aik, Why is it {o prac• 
tiled ! the only anfwer they can collet"t from him will 
be, " Becaufe it is." The public, efpecially the 
Americans, expeCted arguments from this performance, 
but they are treated with farcafms; " They looked for 
" bread, and behold a ftone." 

this 
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this really the cafe ? Is there but one me­
thod which can render the exercife of this 
power juft and legal ? And !hall it be ex­
ercifed by any other ? Is not any other un­
juft and illegal, according to this writer's 
fuppofition ? But he goes f.trther, and fays, 
" this method has never b-3en ferioufly pro­
"pofed". It has however been very feri .. 
oufly propofed in almofr all the pamphlets 
'vritten on the fubjecr, both in England 
and America. He mufl: therefore mean, 
that it has ~ever been propofed in parlia­
ment: But if his affertion be true, that it 
is the only ju11: and legal method of exer­
cifing a power of taxation over the colonies, 
the public might be at a lofs to affign a 
reafon for this filence, if he had not fur­
nilhed them with one in his next fentence, 
where he fpeaks of it as itnpraCl:icable. 
The weight of this objetl:ion therefore, 
will come next to be confidered ; the ar­
gurnents for obviating which are of t\VO 

kinds: Fir.fl:, thofe which tend to fuew the 
praCticability of an equal reprefentation in 
Great Britain; and, fecondly, fuch as may 
evince the fame of America. 

It may not be amifs however, before we 
attempt to prove this, to prernife, that a 
thing may be called impraCticable in two 
fenfes; it may be fo in its own nature; or, 

if 
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if it cla!hes with the fuppofed interefts of 
thofe w hofe concurrence is neceifary to its 
execution; it may be fo from their want of 
public fpirit. Every man will call that an 
Utooian fcheme, which he either cannot 

.1 

comprehend, or is averfc to put in praCl:ice: 
If prejudiced and felf-interefted people are 
ever brought to concur in patriotic mea­
fures, it mull: be through neceffity, and not 
choice: To endeavour at 1naking converts 
of fuch men by argument, would be to 
call: pearls before fwine, and therefore we 
have only to fhew, that the defign is not 
impracticable in its own nature. 

The defign is, that every n1an whofe 
property of whatever kind, is fufficient to 
make him independent, fhoulrl vote for a 
reprefentative: It will hardly be alledged, 
that fuch a fcheme is likely to meet with 
much oppofition without doors. 'Tis ri­
diculous to fuppofe, that ninety nine parts 
in a hundred of the people, would objeCt 
to an enlargen1en t of their privileges ; or 
that the clamours of the remainder, who 
would fancy themfelves aggrieved, could or 
ought to be, of any confequence. I fay 
fancy themfelves aggrieved, becaufe the 
preference they enjoy at prefent is not a 
part of the confiitution, but a corruption 
of it; ·and it mufi be remembered, that 

fuch 



Reflexions on Representation 17 

fuch of thetn as are really men of property, 
would be left in a fituation little inferior to 
what they are in at prefent. 

But it will be [aid, this is no proof of 
the pratl:icability of the mcafure, but only, 
that the nation would acquiefce in it if it 
were praB:icable. It may therefore be a/k­
ed, fuppofing the legiflature well inclin'd 
towards the projecr; by what means could 
they carry it into execution? I anfwer. By 
abolifhing local reprefentation, and fixing 
that right to determinate numbers of qua­
lified Inen. For in fiance, iuppofe I ooo. 
eleCl:ors were allowed a reprefentative; if a 
county or city was found to contain 3o,ooo 
of the1n, it would be entitled to chufe 30 
reprefentatit.res. The prdent inequality fo 
n1uch complained of, has arifen entirely 
from confining the right of reprefentatives 
to particular places; ·whereas if it was once 
conferred on number only, this would pr~­
\lent the evil fron1 ever recurring again in 
"any degree, as well as remove it for the 
prefent. For if an account 'vas taken, 
previous to every general election, by the 
lheriffs, juftices of the peace, or proper offi­
cers appointed for the purpofe, of the num­
ber of .qualified men in each county, the 
reprefentatives fron1 thence would be more 
Qr. fewer in every parliament according to 

the 
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the flourHhing or declining fiate of the 
county ; by which method, every place 
would have a weight in the legifiature pro­
portioned to its interefi in the community. 
Neither would a greater power be thrown 
by this means into the hands of thefe men, 
than is lodged at prefent, in thofe of every 
returning officer: Since it would frill be as 
eafy for every qualified man to prove hitn­
felf fo, as it is now; and if any fuch were 
hindered from voting, the candidate in 
whofe interefi they were, would have the 
fame means of redrefs which every one has 
in the like cafe at orefent, and no doubt 
would make all poffible ufe of them. 

Should it be objected, that there is an 
utter impoffibility of computing what 
number of independent men (that is, of 
fuch as according to this plan are qualified 
to vote for reprefentatives) may be contained 
in the Britifh dominions : So that it would 
be equally impoffible to judge either how 
much property fhould be deemed a quali­
fication, or what number of qualified rnen 
be allowed a reprefentative. This objec­
tion may be reruoved by fuppofing an ac­
count taken of all property, and the owners 
of it, both. in Great Britain and America, 
previous to the paffing any new aCt for re­
gulating eleetions. 

D But 
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Bitt it tnay be urged in oppofition to 
this, that tho' the qualifications might he 
raifed much higher than they now are, if 
fuch an account was taken, yet ·wherever 
the fiandard was fixed both of the pro­
perty conferring a right to vote, and the 
humbers entitled to have a reprefentative, 
yet both cleClors and reprefentatives would 
be much too numerous; eletl:ions ·would 
be tumults, and parliaments little better. In 
regard however to eleCtions, it may juftly 
be quefi:ioned, whether the riotou3 proceed­
ings at mofl: of them are owing fo much to 
the nurnbers only, as to the low condition 
and brutifb manners of the eleCtors; an evil 
which arifes entirely frmn the qualifica­
tions being no where fufficien tly great. An 
attention to what paffes in the 1netropolis 
at every general eleB:ion, will tend to con­
firm this obfervation. The city of London 
contains about 1o,ooo freemen, but being 
all n1en of fame property, and not a mixed 
multitude compofed of the dregs of the 
people, their eleCtions are conducted with 
all imaginable order and decency. But the 
Pot-wallowers of W efi:minfier exhibit a 
very different fcene, and are of all others 
the mofi notorious for tumult and outrage. 

Should it fiill be thought impraCl:icable 
for all the qualified men in each county to 

vote 
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vote for every reprefentative, this might he 
remedied by affigning to a determinate 
number; fuppofe a thoufand, the right of 
choofing a reprefentative of their own, and 
having as many e]etl:ions as members. 
Though if the former method of having 
each reprefentative chofen by the whole 
body of voters in the county, fhould be judg­
ed praCticable, it is doubtlefs oq many ac­
counts, the moll: eligible; .fince nothing 
can fo effeCtually guard againll: undue in­
iluence at eleCtions, as both increafing the 
numbers, and raifing the qualifications of 
the voters. It is from their advantages in 
thofe refpeCts, that county eleCtions are 
carried on in the fairefi: manner of any, 
except perhaps thofe of a few very large 
corporations; and according to the plan 
here propofed, every eleCtion would be 
nearly what thofe for counties are at pre­
fent, where they differ, the preference 
would be due to the new method, which 
augments both the number and qualifica­
tior..s of the eleCl:ors. 

In regard to the fecond part of the ob­
jeClion, " That the houfe of commons 
" would be too numerous," it may be 
fafely faid it could not be fo unlefs b.ufinefs 
was materially interrupted by it. Num­
bers would fecure as well the freedom of 

D 2 par­
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parliaments as of elettions s and if once 
made fo great as to guard effeCtually againft 
undue influence in both, a minifier in the 
tormer, and a candidate in the latter, 
would have no. weight, but what refulted 
from his integrity and abilities. 

Thefe feem to be the chief objet:l:ions 
which may be made to the execution of 
the propofed fcheme in Great Britain ; let 
us next fee what may be urged againfi: ex­
tending it to America. 

It will be advanced probably, in the firft 
place, " That the Americans do not defire 
H it," I anfwer, this is neither true, nor to 
the purpofe ; firft, for the truth of it : He 
mufi be fcandaloufly ignorant of the prefent 
points in difpute, and of the pretenfions of 
his fellow-fubjeCl:s, the colonifts, who ima­
gines they lay claim to an independent le­
giflature. This they have univerfally dif­
avowed, as well in their t private writings, 
as in the folemn and public declarations of 
theiraffemblics: They muft therefore, and do 
indeed claim only, either a fubordinate legif­
lature, or a !hare in the fupreme. To prove 

t If the parliament had not a fupremc fovereign pow­
er, the Colonie~ would be independent, which none 
h1,.1t fools and madmen will contend for. 

Ons's \'ind. of the colonies. 
thi~, 
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this, it may be 1l1fficient to quote a paffage 
or two from their ableft and mofi zealous 
advocate, Mr. Otis, one of the r.eprefenta­
tives for Bofton : In his " rights of the co­
lonies, he (peaks thus',: p. 54-: "Befides the 
" equity of an American reprefentation in 
" parliament, a thoufand advantages would 
" refult fron1 it. It would be the moft 
" effeClual means of giving thofe of both 
" countries a thorough knowledge of each 
" others interefts, as well as that of the 
" whole, \vhich are infeparable". And he 
clofes his performance with thefe remark­
able words: " This confiitution (mean­
" ing that of Great Britain) is the moft 
" free one, and by far the heft, now ex­
" ifiing on earth : By this conll:itution 
" every man in the dominions is a free 
" man : No part of his majefiy's domi­
" nions can be taxed without their con­
H fent: Every part has a right to be re­
" prefented in the fupreme, or fome fub­
" ordinate legiflature. The refufal of this 
" '\rould feem to be a contradicrion in 
" practice to the theory of the conftituti­
" on : The colonies are fubordinate domi­
" nions, and are now in fuch a fiate as to 
" make it bell: for the good of the whole, 
" that they !hould not only be continued 

1 ' in the enjoyment of fubordinate legifla­
" tion, but be alfo reprefented in fome 

" pro­
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ct proportion to their number and efiates in 
" the grand legiflation of the nation, this 
" would firmly unite all parts of the Bri­
~· ti£h empire, in the greateft peace and 
" profperity, and render it invulnerable 
'' and perpetual'•. 

We fee then, how far the Americans 
are from being averfe to having reprefen­
tatives in the Britilh parliament: Tho' this 
has been often afferted : It remains now to 
lhew that this would be little to the pur­
pofe; that is, no good argument againft 
the meafure, if it was true: If the good of 
the community requires it, which it cer­
tainly do~s, and we have feen they are fen­
fible of it, this alone fuperfedes all other 
confiderations.. 

This ·was the primary end for which 
their charters were allowed thetn, the be­
nefits accruing therefrom to individuals 
was but a fc:condary inducement: And as 
thefe were granted for the good of the 
commonwealth in general, they ought 
certainly to be refumed on the fame prin­
ciple whenever they are found to interfere 
with it : Thofe who indulged them with 
their privileges both might and ought to 
revoke them in fuch a cafe. 

Another 
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Another plaufible objeCtion refpeCl:ing 
America is, That as the fe~t of legiflation 
would be fo far removed from the colonies, 
it would be unable to provide for their· fe­
curity on any fudden emergency, as in­
vafion, or rebellion of flaves; nor could it 
conveniently accommodate them with fuch 
local laws as they would fl:and in need of 
from time to tim~. But this feeming dif­
ficulty is eafily removed: For though their 
affetnblies would be transferred to Great 
Britain, yet why 1night not the governor 
and council in each province be invell:ed 
with a power of tnaking fuch temporary 
laws as they ihould judge neceffary, but 
which f11ottld continue in force no longer 
than till they could be finally confirmed or 
rejeCted at home. The danger arifing 
from an a.bufe of this power, would be ve­
ry fmall, § early notice would be given 
their reprefentatives of the firll: advances 
towards oppreflion, and thefe gentlemen, 
who mull: neceffarily be men of confidera­
ble property, as they could not but fuffer 
in common with their conll:ituents, would 
undertake the caufe with double alacrity. 

§ Efpecially if the councils were every where cho(en 
by the people, which is the cafe in feveral provinceS~ 
already; as the Maffachufetts, Rhodc-lfland, and Con­
netlicut : In this cafe they would be an inferior kind of 
reprefentatives. 

And 
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And having the advantage of being on the 
fpot, where the offender would be tried 
and of proceeding, if they Jhould think 
proper, to parliamentary enquiry, this alte­
ration inftead of expofing the colonies to 
oppreffion, would furnilh them with fpee­
dier and more effeCtual means of bringing a 
rapacious officer to jufiice, than any they 
have hitherto been fortunate enough to 
employ. 

Should it be [aid, that the difl:ance of the 
colonies would occafion their reprefenta­
tives not being prefent in parliament fo ear­
ly as the exigency of affairs might require, 
this may be prevented, by iffuing the writs 
for American eleClions a feffion, or twelve­
month, before thofe for Great Britain. 

The only i1nportant objctlion from the 
fame quarter, which feems now to require 
confideration, is this : Whether or no, if 
the colonies were allowed a number of re­
prefentatives proportioned to their w~ight 
in the community, (and not to allow them 
fuch a number, would look like a defign of 
oppreffing them in a method the leaft 
alarming and notorious, and therefore the 
moft dangerous ;) whether or no, I fay, 
this would not be drawing off from the. 
provinces fo many of their greatefr pro­

prietors, 
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prietors, as might be an effential detriment 
to them. With regard to the Weft-Indies, 
the cafe would be very little altered from 
what it is at prefent, for with refpetl: to 
them, it may fafely be affirmed, that the 
majority of thofe gentlemen who are like­
ly to be returned as their reprefentatives, 
are refident here already. As to North 
America, fo far from a prejud~ce ..o either, 
it would be a capital advantage both to the 
colonies thereJ and the mother country. 

What would ftrengthen the ties by 
which they are connected together, fo 
much as a perfonal acquaintance, and fa­
miliar intercourfe between the leading men 
in each ? A clofer union between all parts 
of the Briti{h don1inions, than fubtifis at 
prefent, becomes daily more and more ne­
ceffary; efpecially as many people are run­
ning eagerly into praCtices which feem to 
threaten a total difunion of them : Among 
which, none of the leaft alarming is, that 
propenfity w·hich many in this country have 
fhewn btely towards contributing largely 
to the foundation of coileges, and other 
p_laces for the education of youth in Atne­
nca.. Is any thing likely to alienate the 
col~rufis f:J foon, or fo eifcc1ually, frotn 
thetr mother-country, as an abolition of 
the praCl:icc, till now fo prevalent an1ong 

E themJ 
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them., of fending their children to the 
fchools and univerfities of Great Britain ? 
Or, can it be expcded thefe .lhould long 
continue to come 300.0 miles for any .ad­
vantages which are b~ought home .to their 
own doors? 

Having endeavoured to eftabliili the equi­
ty, and to {hew the praCticability of an uni­
verfal and equal reprefentation of all the 
fubje[ts of Great Britain ; the benefits 
which would refult from hence to every 
part of thefe dotninions, remain, la.fily, 
to be confidered : Thefe will perhaps ap­
pear to be fo great, that tho' the equity of 
the projeCt: was not admitted, and the prac­
ticability dubious, even then it might be 
thought not only jufiifiable, but laudable, 
to grant a few indulgences, and run fome 
little hazard of a difappointment, in fa­
vour of a fchen1e fo highly advantageous to 
the community, fhould it be poffible to 
clrry it into execution : For, firft, it is 
perhaps the bet1, if not the only expedi­
ent for reconciling the dignity of the Bri­
tiih legiflature, with the pretenfions of the 
colon ills ; and this not only fo as to ter­
lninatc the prefent difpute, but to take 
away entirely all octafion for future difTe­
rences on this and almofi: every other {ub­
ject. But the f~periority of this to every 

other 
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other method hitherto propofed for ac­
complifhing this deGrable reconciliation, 
will beft appear fron1 comparing it with 
them: It will foon be manifetl: from hence, 
how well adapted this expedient is, and 
how infufficient all the rcft are for attaining 
the ends propofed. 

The methods g.eneraliy rf!commendc:d 
are thefe : Firft, a repeal ofthe 1Stamp··Act; 
2dly.) a forcible execution of it; 3dly, a 
mitigation; and, 4thly, a fufpenfion : A 
repeal having the fewe11: advocates, and 
indeed the mofl: to be faid againfr it, and 
leafl in its favour, will be foone!t difmi!fed. 
It is indeed true, that at.l:s of parliament 
have been paiTed in one feffion, and re­
pealed the next, or very fooa after; but 
this has been always when fuch aCts have 
not been produCtive of the advantages e~­
petted from them, or have been attended 
with inconveniencies which more than 
counterbalanced thofe advantages. 

In all thefe cafes the expediency only, 
and not the right of making them has been 
called in qudl:ion: \Vhere this is the cafe~ 
(as it is with the ftamp atl:) a repeal 
might he confi.rued almoft into giving up 
the right oflegiflation. For, to deny that, 
kings~ lords and commons have a right to 

E 2 make 
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make any lavv they pleafe (not .contrary. to 
the conftitution) is to affirm that they are 
not the legiflature. And where they to 
repeal an a.Cl: becaufe their right to paffing 
it is (o denied, this \Vould look like coun­
tenancing the affertion. A meafure no lefs 
derogatory from their dignity, than it would 
be dangerous to the community, and oppo­
fite to the confritution : This may fuffice 
to fhew the.inexpediency of a repeal: The 
2d propofal is that of a forcible execution 
of the act, this having far more advocates 
than the lafr, will require a n1ore ample 
difcuffion. But I muft paufe here a little 
to obferve with what concern, indignation, 
and afionilhment, every thinking man 
muft have feen the levity with which 
fome people talk of fending half a dozen 
regitnents, or twenty lhips of the line 
to An1erica. Do thcfe gentlemen refleCt at 
all upon the guilt of promoting, or the 
tnifery of being involved in a civil war? 
They will anfwer perhaps, " This is not 
likely to be the confequence, the Ameri­
cans are not {l:rong enough to think of re­
fifiance, and if thefe fieps were taken the 
aft would be peaceably complied with." 
But i~ it can be n1~de appear, \vhich p~r­
haps 1t can, that an 1mn1ediate rupture w1th 
tnem may poffibly follow thefe meafures; 
that, if not, a di!l:ant one will, and that 

the 
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the ruin of both countries will be the con­
fequence of either; this procedure, though 
the favourite one of fome people, will per­
haps in general be thought even lefs ad­
vifeable than a repeal. Let us firft fee 
what pliObabiJity there is of refifiance. In 
order -to judge,of this the reader muft be 
defired to con1i8er, that the Americans will 
not aCt in this affair according to the ideas 
he may here conceived of their fituation; 
but agreeable to their own opinion of it: 
He muft imagine himfelf therefore in fuch 
a condition as they, however erroneoufiy, 
have fuppofed themfelves, before he can 
pretend to fay in what manner they are 
likely to aCt. What notions then have 
they of their prefent circuml1:ances? Thii 
furely they are better able to tell us than 
we are to conjetlure; and therefore the 
befl: way of judging will be from their own 
tefiimony. 

Of this I .!hall produce only one infi:ance, 
but this of the moft weighty and authen­
tic nature, being part of the inl1:ruB:ions of 
the city of Bofton to their reprefentatives 
in the aifembly; and is as follows : " What 
'' frill heightens our apprehenfions is, that 
.5' thefe unexpefred proceedings may be 
" preparatory to new taxations upon us : 
" For if our trade may be taxed, why not 

" our 
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~~ our fands? \Vhy not the produce of our 
" lands, and every thing we po1fefs or make 
" ufe Q[? This we apprehend annihilates 
H our charter right to govern and tax our­
~r felves. It il:rikes at our Britilh pri­
c' vileges, which as we have never for­
'' feited them, we hold in common with 
~' our fellow fubjeCl:s who are natives of 
'' Britain: lf ftzxes are laid otz us in any 
., jhape without our having a legal reprifen­
r' tation ~t:here they are laid, are we notre­
" duced from the charatler of free fobjells,. 
" to the miferable flat~ of tributary )laves"? 
Such taxes are laid upon them; we know 
then the llate in which they confider them­
felves : He therefore who would judge 
rightly how they are likely to behave, muft 
confider how he himfelf would probably 
aCl: if he viewed his own fituation in the 
light in which they regard theirs. Should 
it be faid, that, confidering the difparity 
of ftrength between Great Britain andAme­
rica, the alternative of refiftance can never 
he embraced by any reafonable m~n; it 
rnufi be remembered, that people under the 
influence of any violent paffion are no longer 
fuch men ; the co1onifi:s are irritated and 
exafperated, they will act from the dictates 
of refentment, not thofe of reafon ; in 
which cafe, their behaviour will by no 
m~an$ be regulated by a com parifon of 

Jhcir 
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their ftrength with that of their antagonifts,. 
but by the fenfe they have of their fuppofed 
injuries. " Minifterial oppreffion," fays 
Mr. Otis, " will n1ake the wifeft mad, 
" and the weakeft firong". Since then 
the Americans in general, almoft indeed 
univerfal}y, confider the ftamp ad: .as op· 
preffive, why is it fo unreafonable to fap.. 
pofe they may poffibly refift .a forcible ex.. 
ecution of it? If they !hould, a civil war 
mufi: enfue ; this perhaps it is needlefs to 
prove will be the ruin both of them and 
Great Britain, fince Franginutr.fi collitlzitJur 
feems to be the gener~l voice. But as it 
has been infinuated above that, even the 
acquiefcence of the colonies in the execu.. 
tion of the ftamp-aet, may be followed by 
a dill:ant rupture, this will hardly be fo 
generally admitted; and therefore it mull 
be lhewn what grounds there are for fudt 
an apprehenfion. 

We have feen what the Americans al­
ready think of the fiamp-atl:. Is there 
any reafon to expeCt an alteration of their 
fentiments, if a forcible execution of it 
fhould be refolved on? Men change their 
opinions on feeing they were ill ..founded~ 
not on being matle to atl: in oppofition to 
them. Conviction is eftetted by argu .. 
ments, and not force, fince that can only 

tend 
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tend to make people obftinate in their er .. 
rors. If thefe then continue the fame, the 
Americans will fubtnit to the execution of 
the ftamp-aCl on this principle, and this 
only, that they are unable to oppofe it. 
Let any man of fpirit then reflea. with 
what kind of te1nper, he would fubmit to 
the power of thofe who without the right 
(that is, in his opinion) lhould curtail his 
liberty and property againft his will, and 
this without giving him any fufficient fe­
curity againft future encroachments, or 
any good affurance how much in the end 
might be left him of either. If he efi:eem­
ed it rank oppreffion, what would be his 
thoughts of the oppreffor? Can the Ame­
ricans efteem it otherwife, vvhile they con­
tinue in their prefent fentiments ? Or, Is it 
likely thefe lhould change ? If not, will 
they not from this inftant look on the in­
terefis of Great Britain and America, not 
only as difiincr, but oppofite ? Will they 
not purfue chiefly fuch branches of com­
merce as are prejudicial rather than ad­
vantageous to the mother-country ? 

Retaliation is the natural confequencc of 
injury, real or imaginary: If therefore, an 
encouragement of 1nanufaetures is found by 
the colonHls to be the moft difi:reffing 
meafure to Great Britain, will not this 

be.. 
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bec01ne the favourite objeCl: of American 
induftry? They have given us an earn eft of 
this already, by prohibiting the importa­
tion of almoft every article ufually fent 
there fron1 thefe kingd01ns; many of thefe, 
however, they cannot do without, they 
muft therefore be fupplied with them either 
from among the1nfeJves, or from our ene­
nlies: In fhort, will not every fcheme be 
eagerly purfued which tends to aggrandize 
them at the expence of their fe!low-fub­
jeets in Europe, or, as they will call them, 
their oppreuors ? If there be any founda­
tion for thefe apprchenfi~ms, let every ad­
vocate for a forcible execution of the ftarr.p­
act, ferioufly afk himfelf, whether any 
inconvenience is not preferable to fuch an 
evil. 

There is no contradiCtion in faying an 
Jet may be forcibly executed, which is not 
openly reti.fred j that is certainly a forcible 
execution of it, which is abfolutely againfi: 
the confent of thofe who fubmit to it, 
whether it be effected by dint of terror, or 
of anns. 

'rhe third method propofed to put a!1 

end to the prefent troubles, is a mitigation of 
the aCt; but as this extends to the expedi­
ency only, and not the right of making it, 

F the 
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the grand objeClion the colonifis have to it,
will continue in full force. 

The fourth and lafi propofal i~, that of a
fufpenfion ; but if ~y th~s be meant _only
a delay of the executwn till the Amencans
lhall be better able to pay the tax impofed
by it, the fan1c difficulty remains \Y·hich
occurred to the lall:; for fince this too does
not reach the queltion of right, and it is on
that chiefly the oppofition of the colonifis
is founded, they will be as little difpofed ·to
fubnlit to the act, vvhen the propofed ref­
pite is expired, ns they are at prefent. If
indeed the advocates for a fufpenfion con­
tend for it ~s an expedient to gain titne,
till for.1e n1ethod c:1n be devifed of recon­
ciling the r\mericans to the right alfo of
the Briti~h kgiflaturc, as well as put them
in a better con0.ition to pay new taxes, this
f.:hemc entirely coincides ·with the defign
here prcpcfed : A fufpenfion of the ac:l: till
the next general eleCtion, by which tin1e
mcafurcs 1:1ight be taken for an equal re­
prcfent~tio'l of all the n1en of fuffi.ci~n t
property throughout the Britifh domini­
ons. This expedient, and perhaps this
only, \vould both falve the dignity of the
leg1fhtur~, and qtuet the apprehenfions of
the coloi1Itls. The former would be ef­
fctted by Ie~l.Ving the q uefl:ion of right un­

decided 
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decided till the expediency of the ad 
ihould come to be debated in what might 
jufily be called the firfr par]iatnent of the 
Britilh etnpire. Whatever !hould then be 
thought advifable, whctl:er repeal, exe­
cution, {ufpenfion, or mitigation, it would 
be done with the C<?nfent, and by the au­
thority of the whole community ; for it 
has been aiready iliewn, that a reprefenta­
tion of the colonies at home is thought by 
their inhabitants both defirable and ne­
cc11ary. 

I muft refer the reader, who requires 
further fatisfaCl:ion, to Mr. Otis, their 
own advocate, from whofe performance, 
however, I £hall quote one or two of the 
firongefl: pafiages to this purpofe : " When 
" the parlian1ent, fays he, p. 90, !hall 
~' think fit to allow the colonifl:s a reore­

4 

" [entation in the houfe of commons, the 
" equity of their taxing the colonies 
'' will be as clear as their power is at pre· 
" fent of doing it without, if they pleafe :', 
And in p. 53, he obfcrves, " The colo­
" nifis will have an equitable right, not­
" withfranding any forfeiture of charter, to 
" be reprefcnted in parliament, or to have 
" fome new fubordinate legifiature among 
" themfelves : It 1.vou/d be be.ft, if they had 
" botb." 

F 2 The 
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The further advantages which would 
refult to Great Britain and her colonies. 
from this equal and univerfal reprefentation 
of the proprietors in both, are fo nu!Tie­
rous, 2nd at the fame time fo firiking, that 
it '{.vould be both a needlefs delay, and an 
affront to the difcernment of the reader to 
atte1npt a particular enumeration of them. 
It may not be atnifs however to mention 
fome of the principals. If fuch a dill:ri­
bution of the reprefentatioD was to take 
place, as was propofed in treating of the 
praCticability of the fcheme; th:1t is, fup­
pofing any rletermi:Jate nurnber of quali­
fied men 1.vere allowed a reprefentative, this 
would give to eveiy part of the Britifh 
dominions a ·weight in the legiflature pro­
portioned to ~ts importa.nce in the cmnmu­
nity, and no tnore: If proper officers alfo 
were appointed in each diftrifr, to take an 
account of the men qualified to vote, pre­
vious to every general eleCtion, this would 
entirely fave the trouble of all future alte­
rations of the reprefentation, fince the peo­
ple would be as equally reprefented 2.fter 
700 as after 7 years. In this cafe too the 
parliament ~.t every general eleCtion would 
not only fee the c01nparitive increafe or 
diminution in the ftrength of Great Britain 
and America, but of every county in Eng­
land, every province in America, and every 

pari!h,. 
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parilh, as they are ca11ed, in the \Veft­
India iflands. This vrould unite the colo­
nills to their fellow fubjecrs in Europe by 
the clofd1: ties, by the only ones indeed 
which can form an intimate and Iafting 
union, equality and mutual interefr. The 
meafures beneficial to both countries would 
be better underfi:ood, and more attended 
to : Since even the remote!l: parts of the 
Briti!h dominions would have fuch advo­
cates in the legiflature, as would be heft 
able and moll: intere11cd in lhewing how 
they would be affec.tcd by every proceed­
ing of governn1ent: and the fiate of the 
fevcral places they reprefented would ihew 
at every general eleCtion, whether or no 
they had been deceived in their conjeCtures. 
We might then reafonably hope to fee that 
carried into execution which has been fo 
often propofed, by bounties infmnecolonies, 
and duties or prohibitions in others, to ex­
cite every province to attend to fome pecu­
liar 11aple : Each of them difters from the 
refi: both in climate and foil, and therefore 
all mull: have advantages over the others 
in bringing 1ome particular produce to per­
feCtion : This is no new projeer, but one 
of thefe, which, like many others, every 
n1an has allowed to be good., and none 
have endeavoured to reduce to prachce. 

America 
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America would derive one advantage 
from thefe regulations in which Great 
Britain would be no iharer; there \Vould 
be an entire fiop put to all difputes between 
governors and affemblies; fome of which 
are carried to fuch a length, as to be in the 
highefi: degree detrimental to the colonies,. 
a melancholy example of whi~h is at this 
infiant exhibited in Jamaica, till lately, 
the moil: flourifuing of our ifiands ; 1hould 
it be faid that this would be taking away 
from the colonifts the grand bulwark of 
their liberties, whofe reprefentatives in 
thefe affemblies are their conftant fupport 
againfi: arbitrary encroachments; we have 
already ibewn they would be much more 
effectually fo by having feats in the grand 
legiilature of the cotnmunity, their com­
plaints would not only have more weight, 
but would be at once preferred to thofe who 
could give them immediate redrefs; if the 
guilt of a governor was by this 1neans 
made apparent to the houfe of commons; 
an application from them for his removal 
or further puniiliment would of courfe be 
obtained; and when obtained, would anfwer 
the purpofe more effeCtually than any me­
thod hitherto ufed, perhaps better than any 
which can poffibly be devifed.. 

Another 
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Another benefit, and that by no means 
the leafi, which would refult from an 
equal reprefentation of the people, is this: 
That the ftate could not then be ruined by 
any internal caufe lefs than an univerfal 
corryption of men of all orders and degrees. 
For as it would be impraB:icable according 
to this plan, from the nutnbers and pro ... 
perty of the voters to carry even a fingle 
eleCtion by finifier influence; no repre­
fentative could then be returned, but fuch 
men as all reprefentatives ihould be; men 
of large property, tried integrity, and dif­
tinguilhed abilities ; whereas, whenever 
the majority of electors throughout the 
kingdom becomes corrupt, it requires no 
fpirit of prophefy to foretel that the ma­
jority of reprefentatives mull be fo too; 
None but men as bad as themfelves will 
ftoop either to bribe or reprefent them. 
Whether or no there 'vill not be r..eafon to 
apprehend this ·want of evils, if the dif­
proportion between electors and non eleCtors 
continues long to increafe as it has done 
for fome ages, mufi: be left to their confi­
deration who alone can apply the remedy; 
Lord Bacon's apopthegm is \vel1 known, 
England ca11not be ruined but by a par­
liament. 'Tis plain this great man thought 
it might be ruined by a parliament, and 
Montefquieu has told us, of what fort. 

"The 
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c' The Englifh" fays he, " will lofe their 
~' liberty when the legiflative power {hall 
" become more corrupt than the execu­
tive". Dii talem avertite pcjiem. 

It may farther be obferved, that as, ac­
cording to this plan, a vote for a repre­
fentative would be an objet:l: of rational 
ambition to the lower fort, and a voice in 
the legiO.ature no lefs fo to thofe above 
them; this would be a fpur to indufiry in 
-the former, and an incentive to the latter 
'to purfue fuch a conducr as would gain 
them the efteen1 of honefi: and difcerning 
men. 

There is frill remaining one recommen­
dation of this fcheme, which cannot but 
have its weight with every friend to his 
country, and the liberties of mankind : 
The Britilh confiitution would hereby be 
rendered in praCl:ice, as well as theory, 
the moft perfeCt of human infiitutions : 
There would not be the leafi: occafion to 
foften or explain avray, as fotne have done, 
1.hat celebrated affertion of Mr. Locke's, 
·" That there remains fiill inherent in the 
" people a fupreme power to remove or 
c' alter the legiflature, when they find the 
" legiflative at\: contrary to the truft re­
'' pofed in them,; for when fuch trufl: is 

abufed, 
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cc abufed, it is thereby forfeited, and de-. 
'' valves to thofe who gave it." Mr. 
Locke was far enough from intending to 
advance po.fitions favourable to fedition; 
and what he did advance, it was feldom in 
the power of any other man to difprove .. 

The above maxim of his is as f:lr from 
being dangerous as it is from being t~ntrue J 

if it is any where dangerous, it muft be 
there only where every affertion is fo which 
favours the natural rights of mankind ; in 
thofe countries whete the wretched condi­
tion of the people makes every inno~ation 
defirable, becau[e none can be for the. 
worfe: But in the conftitution here pro... 
pofed, wherein every man would have as 
tnuch liberty, and as great influence, as it 
ispoffible, according to any fyfiem, to allow 
him, the majority can hardly be fuppofed 
fo fenfelefs as to defire any alteration, when 
none could be made by which they would 
not be lofers. 

The general inference, which it is in­
tended the reader iliould draw from what 
has been faid, is this : 

Vnion is necelfary to the Britilh empire. 

G Thi9 
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This union cannot long fubfifl: without 
equality of reprefentation ; 

Therefore equality <f reprefentation is 
11ecdfary to the Britilh ~~mpire. 

The reader's p3tience muft be defired a 
little longer, to iliew briefly what would 
be the effects of this uni•Jn ; they may ali 
be comprized in this : 'I hat it would foon 
exalt thefe kingdoms to an height of pow­
er and riches, perhaps, fuperior to any fiate 
which ever exifted; but, certainly, to any 
which is now in being : If it can be lhewn~ 
that we £hall then have the means of both 
in our hands, the truth of the affertion is 
demonftrated ; 

Firfr, in regard to power; the !ate peace, 
whet~r good or bad, adequate or inade­
quate, has certa.inly left us in potTeffion of 
an extent of territory, which, tho' not 
perhaps larger~ is capable from the wbol­
foJnenefs of its climate in general, and the 
abundance of its ufeful productions, to fub­
fift more inhabitants than thofe of any 
()ther nation, we have therefore the means 
of attaining greater power, which depends 
ultimately on nwnber of inhabitants. 

Se­
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Secondly, as to riches, thefe are only to 
be acquired by gainful trade; but as the 
Briti!h dominions are extended inte all the 
dimates they are capable of furnifhing, 
with due indufi:ry and attention,. all die 
productions of the world; when once they 
do fo, we ihall fupply all fiates with feme­
thing; receiving nothing in return our­
felves but tnoney : This cannot be the cafe 
of any other nation, fince none hut our­
felves have the means of raifing every com­
modity; therefore none have fuch opportu­
nities of becoming rich. 

It is needlcfs perhaps to acquaint the 
reader that it by no means falls within the 
(cope and defign of this performance, nor 
the knowledge and abilities of its author, 
to obviate, or even to enumerate every dif­
ficulty which may be fl:arted againft the 
fchcme propofed: N athing farther is in­
tended than to lhew upon the whole, that 
it has fame pretence to the firieteft equi­
ty and the greatet1: benefits to the commu­
nity; perb,{ps to practicability; with here 
and there an incentive to thofe who may 
incline to think fo, if there lhould be any 
fi1ch, to contribute their fhare towards. 
carrying it into execution. 

G 2 If 
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If the equity and advantages it pretends 
to are in a good degree made to appear, 
~n abfolute demonfrration of its practica­
bility will hardly be expected or defired i 
fince, if thefe are allowed it, that2 it may 
t:.eafonably be hoped, will come to be dif... 
cuffed before rpuch abler judges; by thofe 
whofe authority alone can make it praCl:i­
cable, though ever fo equitable or benefi-. 
cial. 

It muft be confe1fed, that to effect an 
equal and univerfal reprefentation of all the 
men of property throughout the Britilh 
(iorninions, is an arduous enterprize; but 
the more arduous the attempt, the more 
glorious its execution; and the more glo­
rious the better worthy the legifiature of 
Great Britain, 
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the reader, notwithftandirig whatI F 
has been faid, fuould ftill incline to 

think, that our anceftors did not pay fo 
fcrupulous a regard to property, as has 
been here affected ; he muft be defired 
to confider, that this may be given up, 
without in the leaft affeCting the argu­
ment. 

We are not enquiring if our anceftors 
underftood the conftitution, but what the 
conftitution is, and whether or no we who 
do underftand it can be juftified without 
aCl:ing up to our knowledge. The confi:i­
tution is, and God forbid it fuould ever be 
otherwife, that King, Lords and Commons 
lhould exercife the fupreme power of le­
gifiation: But who are the commons? 
The reprcfen tatives of the people. Of 
all the people? It is impoffible from their 
numbers that all lhould vote (or them, but 
there is alfo another reafon for requiring a 
qualification to vote, which take as follows. 

"The 
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~' The true reafon, (fays Dr. Blackll:one~ 
•c p. 165· after Lord Coke and others) of 
c-c requiring any qualification, with regard 
" to property, in voters ; is to exclude fuch 
" perfons as are info mean a fituation that 
'' they are efreemed to have no will of their 
" own". 

But why then lbould any be excluded 
who are not in this mean fituation, and 
who have a wiU of their own ? It is eafy 
to lhew, that tho' property was never a.t­
tended to in regard to voters, ~s it ought, 
yet it was never entirely negleB:ed : Why 
elfe were towns admitted to a {hare in the 
legi.Oation for feme ages, as faft as they 
became confiderable; .and why, at this day, 
is any man ad1nitted to vote who can in­
creak h1s freehold from 20 to 40 fuillings? 
As laws~ efpeciaUy taxes, affect all men of 
property, wh.y £hould not all fuch confent, 
by their r.cprefentatives to the i1npofition of 
them: The colonies have laid claim to re­
prefentation, in that legifiature, by which 
they are to be t.axed, whether fupreme or 
{ubQrdinate: Not only the equity of this 
daim is to be confidcred, according to the 
principles on which the Britifu confiitution 
1s founded, but the confequences alfo of a 
refufal. 

F I N I S-. 
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Soame ]enyns, Thoughts on a Parliamentary Reform (London: ]. 
Dodsley, 1784) 

Soame Jenyns (1704-87) was elected as a Member of Parliament for 
Cambridge in 1742 and continued to represent the county or 
borough of Cambridge until 1780. He was appointed in 1755 as one 
of the Commissioners of the Board of Trade and Plantations. 

Jenyns wrote Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform in 1782. In this 
he observed that the complete elimination of influence from the 
Commons would render majorities haphazard and government 
impossible at a time when many would not accept party discipline. 
Earlier, in The Objections to the Taxation of our American Colonies 
(1765), he had defended Parliament's right to tax the colonies: 'if the 
towns of Manchester and Birmingham, sending no representation to 
Parliament, are notwithstanding there represented, why are not the 
cities of Albany and Boston equally represented'. Pitt argued against 
the view that the Americans enjoyed virtual representation: how 
could they be represented when the MPs never saw the populace 
they were supposed to represent? The failure of virtual 
representation in the American colonies was also brought up by 
subsequent campaigners for reform as a warning not to rely on the 
doctrine. 
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T H 0 U G H T S, &c. 

THE great object of a parlia~ 

mentary reform I -take to 

be this, to procure a parliament 

totally independent on the crown 

and its minillers; in which no 

member !hall be intimidatc::d by 

power, feduced by hopes, or 

B corrupted 
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corrupted by interefl: : this feems 

at prefent to be the ehief purfuit of 

all our political doCl:ors; the grand 

fpecific which alone can cure all 

our national diforders, and reftore 

our broken conll:itution to its ori­

ginal vigour. 

0 N this important fubje8: two 

quefiions offer themfelves for our 

confiaeration ; firfi, What are the 

moll: likely means to obtain fuch a 

parliament ; and fecondly, What 

would be the effeCts of it if ob­

tained. 
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FoR the firfi, innumerable have 

been the fchemes prefented to the 

public by real and pretended pa­

triots, that is, by thafe who have 

m·ore honefiy than fenfe, and thofe 

who have more fenfe than hone~yJ 

Some have been for lhortening the 

duration of parliaments to three, 

and fome to one year : fome have 

recommended voting by ballot, as 

the mofr effed:ual method to put 

an end to bribery ; others have 

difapproved it as inconfi.fient with 

that open avowal which ought to 

accompany every aa of a Britifh 

freen1an: fome have propofed to 

B 2 annihilate 
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annih1late ali the fmall and cor· 

rupt boroughs, and to a.dd the 

fame number of reprelentatives 

which they now fend to the feve­

ral counties : fome to add to the 

counties, and not to disfranchife 

the boroughs; others to abolHh 

t'he boroughs, without any addi­

tion to the counties: fome to 

enlarge, and fome to dimini.lh the 

qualifications of the eleCtors ; and 

others to require no qualification 

at all, but to allow every man a 

vote, who is not difqualified by 

nature, for want of reafon, or by 

law, for the commiffion of fame 
. 

cnme: 
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crime: but as very few have agreed 

in any one of thefe propofitions, 

and no one has been able to form 

any fatisfaetory plan out of them 

all, I lhall not here enter into any 

difcuffion of their merits, or make 

any comparifon between them ; 

but lhall only fay, that of all thefe 

plans, that of giving a right of 

voting univerfally, together with 

annual eleClions, appears to be the 

moft uniform, confiftent, and ef­

fectual : it has indeed one capital 

defect, which is, that it is abfo­

lutely and utterly impraCticable; 

but I do not mention this as 

an 



54 History of Suffrage 176~1867: Volume 1 

an objeCtion, fo far from it, that 

I think it is its chief excellence, 

and is what induces me to prefer it 

to all the refi. 

To be convinced of the imprac­

ticability of this fcheme, let us 

but fig1,.1re to ourfelves multitudes 

of all defcriptions and denomina­

tions called out to exercife their 

right ofvoting, inflamed by contell: 

and intoxicated by liquor; laborers 

and manufaCturers of every kind, 

above and under ground; weavers 

from. their looms, and miners 

from tinneries, and coal-pits; 

failors 
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failors from their £hips, and foldiers 

from their quarters ;-to whom 

we muft add, thoufands of thieves, 

fmugglers, rogues, vagabonds, and 

vagrants: I fay, let us figure to 

ourfelves all thefe refpeetable elec­

tors let loofe in one day through­

out every part of the kingdom, 

and fuch a fcene of confufion, of 

drunkennefs and riot, of rapine, 

murder, and conflagration, will 

prefent itfelf, as muft fhock us 

with horror, even in imagination. 

NOR would it be poffible to car­

ry on, or ever to conclude eleCl:ions 
.
1n3 
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in which the voters are fo in­

numerable, and confequently fo 

unknown. They muft be polled 

in one of thefe two wayr. ; they 

mull: either be admitted only to vote 

in the pariilies to which they be­

long, or permitted to be polled in 

whatever place they happened, or 

chafe to be at the time of the elec­

tion : fhould the firfl: of thefe 

methods be adopted, the accept­

ance or rejeCl:ion of every vote 

might be attended with the trial 

of a fettlement, and counfellearn­

e.d in the law be heard on both 

:G.des : if the latter, crowds fo 

numerous, 



Thoughts on a Parliamentary Reform 57 

humerous, and fo unknown to the 

candidates, and all whom they 

could employ to poll them, would 

prefs into every place, where mo­

ney and liquor Bowed in the great­

ell: abundance, that the chief 

part of them might vote in ten 

difFerent places, or ten times in 

the fame place undifcovered ; and 

if thcfe eleCl:ions were annual, one 

could not be finilhed before the 

other began. 

AN oTHER reafon, which per­

fuades n1e that this fcheme is 

impraCticable, is, that I cannot 

C forefee 
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forefee any clafs of men whofe 

interefl: or inclination would not 

induce them to oppofe it: the 

landed gentleman would not much 

approve, that every pauper, gypfy, 

vagrant, and leaft of all every 

poacher, £hould enjoy as great a 

:Chare in the legiflature as himfelf; 

the city of London will never con­

fent that every drayn1an, hackney-· 

coachn1an, and chimncy-fweeper, 

fhould be vefl:ed with as good a 

vote as the lord mayor and alder­

nlen, nor the livery be defirous of 

admitting fo nun1erous an addi­

tion to their refpeCtable fraternity: 

the 
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the corporations throughout the 

kingdom, will never fubmit to 

have their confequence annihi­

lated by a participation of their 

privileges with fo innumerable a 

multitude; nor do I think that 

very multitude, or the people at 

large, would be extremely zealous 

to fupport it: at fi.rfl:, indeed, 

when they are told, that they lhall 

all be legiflators, obliged to obey 

no laws but of their own making, 

nor pay any taxes but of their 

own impo:G.ng, and that every one 

of then1 lhall have as good a vote 

for a parliament-tnan as the Squire 

c 2 or 
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or the parfon, and recoiled: that 

this vote has ever been as good 

as ready money ; they will per­

haps be a little elated and delight... 

ed with their new acquifition ; 

but when they are better inform­

ed, and undcrfiand, that the intent 

of this fcheme is to prevent all 

bribery and corruption, and will 

preclude them from receiving one 

£hilling or one dram of gin for 

their votes, they will rejea this 

ufelefs donation with contempt; 

and there will not be a tinker, 

who will not choofe rather to 

mend a kettle for fix-pence, than 

the 
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the conftitution for nothing, nor 

a laborer, who will not make fag­

gots rather than laws, nor a pick­

pocket, who will not prefer the 

excrcife of his profeffion at an 

eleCtion to giving his vote. 

DuT \Vas this fcheme of univer­

fal reprefentation, or any other of 

the propofed plans of reformation 

praCticable, and purfued, certain 

I am, that they would not in 

the leafi contribute to the great 

end, which is the formation of 

an independent parliatnent, be­

caufe reafon does not perfuade 

me, 
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me, that eleCl:ors the moft igno­

rant and profligate, the mofl: ne­

ceffitous and venal, would return 

members more incorrupt than the 

prefent; nor does experience teach 

me, that ten or twenty confiituents 

would chufe reprefentatives lefs 

able or lefs honefl: than ten or 

twenty thou fan d. I am firmly con­

vinced, both by reafon and long 

experience, that no alteration in 

the mode of eleCl:ion, or in the 

eleCtors themfdves, would produce 

any change in the elected ; in 

them lies the fource of the evil, 

which no external application can 

5 approach: 
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approach: whether they are chofen 

by a greater or a lefs aumber, by 

counties or boroughs, by the rich 

or by the poor, by ballot or by 

audible voices, the parliament, 

when affem bled, will be j ufl: the 

fame; different modes of eledion 

may make fome difference in the 

trouble and expence of the can­

didates, and may differently affect 

the n1orals of the people, and the 

peace of the country, but will 

make no difference in the repre­

fentative body when brought to­

gether, and it is of little fignifi­

cation by what n1eans they con1e 

there: 



64 History of Suffrage 176~1867: Volume 1 

there: the majority of any legii­

lative affembly, confifting of five 

hundred and fifty members, in the 

fame circumftances and fituation, 

will infallibly ad: in the fame 

manner ; if their fituations differ, 

their proceedings will difFer with 

them. In the weaknefs of infant 

fiates, and in perilous times, they 

will be more intent on the fafety 

of the community, becaufe their 

own is immediately included in 

it; but when the danger is re­

moved, they will be more influ­

enced by the views of interefi and 

ambition, they will fplit into fac­

tions 
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tions and parties, and lilt: under 

contending leaders, and fon1etirnes 

prefer their interefi: or their own 

to that of their country. Their 

corruption will always increafe in 

proportion to their power, becaufe 

they have more to fell and are 

more neceffary to be bought. 

Thofe who cannot make fhift 

with fuch a parliament, mull: have 

none, becaufe it is impoffible for 

any mode of election, or fpecies 

of eleClors, to choofe a better, 

unlefs they could make men, as 

well as mc1nhers. 

D LB'I' 
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LET us now fee what would be 

the effetl:s of this independent 

parliament, if obtained. By an 

independent parliament, in the 

language of the prefertt times, is 

to be undedl:ood a parliament in 

which the majority would oppofe 

any adminifl:ration: now no argu­

ments are necelfary to prove, that 

with fuch a parliament no public 

bufinefs whatever could be tranf­

aCl:ed, nor any government fubfifl:. 

But it will be faid, this is not what 

is wifhed for, but one in which 

the members fhall be always ready 

to fupport the meafures of mi­

nifl:ers, 
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nifl:ers, when right, and to refill: 

them when wrong, unawed, and 

uninfluenced, and guided only by 

the dictates of their own judg­

ment and confcience. This in­

deed is what every wife man 

would defire, but no wife man will 

expea to fee, as no fuch a£fembly, 

if numerous, ever exified in this or 

in any country, from the begin­

ning of the world to the prefent 

hour, nor ever can, unlefs man­

kind were melted down, and run 

irr a new mould : as they are no\v 

formed, in every numerous a!fent­

bly there nnlfl: be fon1e who have 

D 2 judgment, 
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judgment, and other~ who have 

toofcien£e, and feme who have 

n~itller : take away felf-interefi, 

and ~u t~fe will have no ftar ro 

fteer by, but muft fail without a 

compafs., j ufl: as the gales of fa­

your: or refentment~ of popular 

abfurd.ity., or their own £hall Jired: 

them; a: minifl:et therefore muft 

be poffeffed of fome attraCtive in-. 

fluence, to enable him to draw to­

gether thefe difcordant particles, 

and unite them in a firm and fo­

lid majority, without which he 

can purfue no meafures of pub­

lic utility with fteadinefs or ful:­

cefs. 
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cefs. An independent Houfe of 

Commons is no part of the Eng­

lilh confiitution, the excellence 

of which confif\:s in being com­

pofed of three powers, mutually 

dependent on each other ; of 

thefe, if any one was to become 

independent of the other two, it 

muft engrofs the whole power to 

itfelf, and the form of our go­

vernment would be immediately 

changed. This an independent 

Haufe of Commons actually per­

formed in the Iaft century, mur­

dered the king, annihilated the 

peers, and efiabli!hed the worf\: 

kind 
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"kind of de.mocracy that ever ex­

ifted; and the fame confufion 

would infallibly be repeated, 

lhould we ever be fo unfortunate 

as to fee another. 

A NUMEROUS aff'embly uninflu­

ehced, is as much a creature of 

the imagination, as a griffin or a 

dragon; the one created by the 

poets, the other by ignorant or 

defigning politicians. Parliaments 

have ever been influenced, and by 

that 1neans our confiitu tion has 

fo long fubfified; but the end 

and nature of that influence is 

IO per­
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perpetually n1ifreprefented and 

mifunderfl:ood. They are feldom, 

very feldom, bribed to injure 

theil· country, becaufe it is fel­

dom the interefl: of minifl:ers to 

injure it; but the great fource of 

corruption is, that they will not 

ferve it for nothing. Men get 

into parliatnent in purfuit of 

power, honors, and preferments, 

and until they obtain them, de­

termine to obfi:ruCl: all bufinefs, 

and to difirefs government; but 

happily for their country, they 

are no fooner gratified, than they 

are 
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are equally zealous to promote the 

one, and fupport the other. 

UPoN the whole, under the 

fame mode of eledions, and under 

parliaments not lefs influenced 

than the prefent, this nation has 

not only fubfiA:ed for many years, 

but arrived at the fummit of 

wealth, honor, power, and do... 

minion, and might ftill have pre­

ferved them, if the means of that 

influence had been fufficient to 

fatisfy the demands of ambi­

tion, and the hunger of faCl:ion. 

But 
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But even now, if we furvey the 

condition of every country on the 

globe, and compare it with our 

own, we lhall find abundant reafon 

to be contented: there are in it 

fome evils, and much good, which 

is the utmofi which any human 

infiitution will admit of. We 

have, indeed, too much oratory, 

too much liberty, too much debt, 

and too many taxes; but then we 

have plenty, and may have peace, 

if we pleafc: we have fecurity to 

our perfons and properties, and 

excellent laws, jufl:ly, though not 

verycheaplyadminiftered; ·\·;c ha~:e 

E a p~rliament 
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a. parlian1ent not worfe, and a king 

a great deal better than we de­

ferve, and therefore I lhall con­

clude with the words of S.hake­

fpear, 

'~is hel!erjurt, t~ bear the ills we know, 

1'han fly /Q otl:trs, which we Jmr-w nr,t if. 

F I N I S. 



Extracts from Letters to the Volunteers of Ireland 

'The Circular letter sent by Mr. Wyvill', 'Mr. Wyvill to Mr. Alderman 
Crosby', 'Mr. Wyvill to Mr. Henry Joy', 'Mr. Wyvill's Answer to the 
Queries proposed by the Committee of Correspondence at Belfast', 
'John Campbell to Mr. Wyvill', 'Mr. Wyvill to John Campbell', 'The 
Earl of Effingham to Lieut. Col. Sharman', 'Richard Price to Lieut. Col. 
Sharman\ 'Friendly Hints to the Committees of Parliamentary 
Reformation in Ireland from Thomas Northcote', 'From John 
Cartwright) and 'Heads of a Plan of a Parliamentary Reform', A 
Collection of the Letters to the Volunteers of Ireland on the Subject ofa 
Parliamentary Reform (London: J. Stockdale, 1783), pp. 1-7, 10-19, 
20=1, 21-45,45-6,46-53,61-72,80-8,89-97,98-103 and 111-14 

The Irish representative system contained similar anomalies to those 
of England and Wales. The counties were dominated by the Anglo­
Irish aristocracy and in the majority of the boroughs the narrow 
franchise ensured that there was little scope for independent political 
action. In 1728 Catholics had been formally excluded from the 
franchise. The movement for Irish political reform grew out of the 
successful Volunteer movement, which had been established in 1778, 
ostensibly to protect the country from invasion. 

In July 1783 delegates from Volunteer associations all over Ireland 
met at Lisburne and dispatched a circular letter seeking answers to 
eight specific questions to leading politicians in England and Ireland. 
The eight queries were as follows: 1) should rotten boroughs be 
disfranchised; 2) should the number of MPs be increased; 3) should 
county representation be increased; 4) which system of suffrage 
should be employed; 5) should there be secret ballot; 6) should 
Parliaments be of a shorter duration (the system currently in place 
was for octennial parliaments); 7) should compensation be paid for 
disqualified boroughs; and 8) how should reform be introduced 
given the particular situation of Ireland. The objective was to 
formulate proposals for reform of the Irish representative system. 
The replies to this correspondence thus give an indication of the 
most progressive contemporary opinions on reform. 

As a result of this correspondence, the Volunteers drew up an 
advanced programme of reform including annual Parliaments, secret 
ballot, the abolition of rotten boroughs, an increase in the country 
representation and anti-bribery legislation. However the movement 
was dogged by dissension and the bill was eventually defeated in 
their Irish Parliament. 
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A 

c 0 p y 

0 F THE 

C 1 R C U L A R L E T T E R, 

1f"liich, at the lajl Meeting of thr Committu 
qf A!fociationfor this County, 'Was order­
ed to be fint by their Chairman, the Rev. 
Mr. WvvrLL, to the Charrman of· the 
fe-veral ot!Jer Petitioning and Ajjbciated 
Bodin, and Jucb other Fri'ends to the Re­
formation of Parliament as lze Jbould 
thrirk fit. 

EuR TON-HALT., near B£DAL, 

Nov. I, 178z. 

I 
S I R, 

AM direCl:ed by the Committee of i\ffo· 
dation for the County of York, to tranf­

mit to you the indofed Account of their 
Proceedings on this day, and the 3 1 f1: of 
OB:ober, \Vhich they requcfl ycu will have 

B the 
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the goodnefs to lay before the Committee 

of -, at its next Meeting. 

I am alfo inll:ruCl:ed to mention how 

much the Yorklhire Committee wiih to ob­

tain a free Communication of Sentiments 

with the Committee of -, on the fub­

jeCl: of Parliamentary Abufes, hoping, by 
their opinion and advice, to be enabled to 

judge what Propofitions, for the Refor­
mation of Parliament, it may be expedient 

to recommend to the intended General 

Meeting of the County of York on the 19th 
day of December next. 

The Yorklhire Committee have feen, 
with much fatisfaB:.lon, Petitions adopted 

by feveral Public 1\1eetings of greJt Re­
fpetiability, requefl:ing, in general Vcrms, 
a Redrcfs of Parliamentary Grievances, they 
approve thiso refpeef: and deference to Par­
liament, and wiCh a fimilar delicacy may be 
obferved in the meafurcs of the County of 

York: But it feems to be advifeable that 
this Ge1Zeral Petition of the people !hould 
be {o pportcd by {orne particular DeclaratiorJ 
of their wia1e~, in a mode as little ofFenfivc 

as po11iblc to the dignity of Parliament; for 
if 
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if it !hall not be known on what g:-ounds~ 
and to what extent the people. defire that 
the Reformation of Parliament may pro... 
ceed, it may be forefeen that hence infu­
perable Objections will be urged again.A: 

e\'erv Plan of Reformation which their 
" 

friends in Parli:tment may propofe. IN-
STRUCTIONs fron. each Conftituent Body 

to their refpe8:ive Reprefentatives feem to 

be the moll: obvious and unexceptionable 
mode, by which Parliament may be ap­
prifed what Correction of Abufes is ex­
peCted by the People, and yet every appear­
ance of DifrefpeCl: to that Affembly may be 
entirely avoided. 

If this Method of conveying the Senfe of 
the Nation to Parliament, and afcertaining 
what Riformati'on there would give general 
fatisfaetion, lhould be approved• the next 
important Confideration would be, what 
particolar Propofitions of Reform, in the 
prefent State of tbis Country, are moll: eli­
gible; and, if propofed in the INSTRUC­
TIONS of any Confiituent Body~ are moft 
likely to receive the general toncurrence of 
the public : For, if too extenfi•Je a Syf­
tem of Reformation lhould be ra!hly ob-

B 2 tmded 
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trndcd on Parliament, the whole attempt 
might mifcarry, and the Opportunity to 
fecure the Liberties of England for Gene­
rations to come, might be irretrievably loll. 
But on the other hand, every Friend to the 
Confiitution would lament the Lofs of fu­
perior Improvement, if,. from too rigid a 
fcruple to extend the terms of the A1foci­
ation, the additional Reprefentation of the 
Counties and the Metropolis-lhould be alone 
procured, when the Abolition of the MOST 
OBJECTIONABLE BOROUGHS, in a 
limited degree, might have been obtained. 
In the Opinion of the Yorklhire Commitee, 
the little decayed Boroughs, dependent on, 
cr unduly inflllenced by, the Boards of 
Ordnance, Treafury, Admira1ty, &c. may 
be jufily placed in that clafs. For what 
more dangerous Perverfion of the Conftitu­
tion can be imagined, than THE NOMI.~ 
NATION OF MEMBERS OF PARLI­
AIV1ENT BY THE CROWN; or what 
Fidelity to the Public Trufi: can be expeCt­
ed from Senators who are thus created by 
that Government, whofe CondtlCt they 
ought to watcll and controul? 
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On this occafion, the York!hire Gentle .. 
men are free to own their inclination, if 
the Propofal lliould fortunately meet the 
Approbation of the Committee of-, 
and. other refpeclable .Bodies, to recom­
mend to the General Meeting of the County 
oi Yo!'k, on the 19th of December: 

I. To inftrua their Reprefentatives to 
introduce, or to fupport a Bill in Parlia­
ment, for abolilhing at leafi Fifty of the 
l\10ST OBNOXIOUS BOROUGHS; pro... 
viding for the Eletlors in the feveral Bo­
roughs abolifhed a. proper gratuitous Com­
penfation for their cxtinguiilied Franchifes; 
and enabling them to vote, together witb 
the Freeholders, in EleCtions for Knights 
of the refpeClivc Shires to which they be­
long; and alfo adding an adequate number 
of Members, not lefs than an Hundred, in 
a due proportion to the fevcral Counties and 
the Metropolis : 

2. And farther to inll:ru8: their Reprefen• 
tatives to move, or to fupport a Motion for 
the Repeal of the Septennial Bill. 
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3· Alfo for admitting Proprietors o£ 
Copyhold Lands of Inheritance, with Fine 
certain, of the clear yearly value of Forty 
Shillings, to vote at County EleB:ions of 
Members of Parliament throughout the 
kingdom: 

4· And lu!Hy, to fupport the Application 
of any County in Scotland, for fetting alide 
nominal and fiCtitious Votes, and for regu .. 
lating EleCtions to Parliament in that part 
of the kingdom, in a manner agreeable to 
the true intent and fpirit of the Conil:i­
tution. 

On the fubjcCl: of the two lall: Articles of 
Reform, the Y crk{hire Committee are little 
apprehenlive that any confiderable Variation 
of Sentiment will be found among the True 
Friends of the Conftitution-ftill 1efs can 
they fupofe that, to the Propofition for the 
Repeal of the Septenniai Bill, :i!~Y material 
ObjeCtion will be urged: Hut if the Pro.. 
pofal for a limited DisfranchiCcment of the 
mofi obnoxious Boroughs iliould not recei'v·e 
the Approbation ar.d Concurrence of a de ... 
cided Majority of the Counties and Princi~ 

~,r ·.U.. 
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pal Towns, which fupport the Claim o£ 
Parliamentary Reformation, the Yorklhirc 
Committee will not hefitate a moment to 
facrifice their wilhes to the prefervation 
of that harmony and union among the fe­
yeral Affociated and Petitioning Bodies, 
without which there cannot be a Prohabi­
1 ity of Succefs. In that cafe they will 
readily !hike out the Article for the Abo­
lition of certain Boroughs, and recommend 
to the General Meeting of the County of 
York to adhere in their InfiruCl:ions to the 
Second Propofition in their Form of Afio­
ciation, for reinforcing the found part of 
our Reprefentation, hy the Addition of 
One Hundred l\1embers, to be proportion­
ally chofen by the Counties and the 
Metropolis. 

The Y orklhire Committee having fo 
freely fuggefied their Sentiments on thefe 
important Matters, do moft earneilly in­
treat the Committee of -, with equal 
freedom, to communicate their opinion and 
advice, which will be received with the 
~reatefi deference and refpeer. 

I have the honour to be, SIR, 

Your moft humble Servant, 
C. Vv'Y V ILL. 
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~hi following LETTER is a CtJpy if t/J~ 
.Anfwer ftnt /Jy thr Rt'U. Mr. WYVILL, 

to Mr• .Alderman CRosBY, Chairman of 
the CoMMITTJ:E ~/ tl~e L1 VERY o.f 
LoNDON. 

BvRTON-HALL, Dec. 7, I 782. 

S I R, 

I AM happy that my political condua 
at any time has been honoured with 

the approbation of the Committee of the 
Livery of London. But I cannot flatter 
rnyfelf, that the part I took in the tranf• 
~.a-ions at the Thatched Houfe in May laft, 
tieferved any peculiar commendation ; or 
that opinions delivered there by fo humble 
an individool poffdfed th-at weight of in­
fluence, which the Committee are pleafed 
to afcribe to them. On the other hand, I 
truft I lhall be able to fa~isfy the Commit­
tee, that their difapproba~ion of my condutl. 
in a recent illfiance, which I olrlferve, 
with much concern, £onveyed in the fame 
letter whieh has bellowed upon me fuch 
unmerited praife, is fe>unded on a miftakel'J 
view of my fentimcats and aCtions. 
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do :tdmit, Sir, that at the Thatched­
Houfe I did objeel, with fome refpeCtablo 
Gentlemen of other Cwnties, to a vote of 
thanks to the Duke of Richmond, in all 
the various thapes in which it was offered 
to the Meeting. To me, who hold his 
Grace in high refpeet, as a firm and intrepid 
affertor of our Fcee Con·ftitution, this was 
a painful oppofition. But, in my concep­
tion, public duty bound me to oppofe the 
refpeetive motions for that purpofe; not 
becaufe his Grace wa.s the propofer of a 
fpecific plan for a Reformation of Parlia­
ment, but bec~ufe his fpecific plan appear­
ed to me impracHcable, and not to be at­
tained by any regular or confiitutional eff<>rt 
of the people; and therefore any refolution 
of thank6, which might be confirued by 
the Public as a declaration in favour of hii 
Grace's Syftem, could only tend to defeat 
that more fafe and moderat~ propofal for 
reftoring the Conftitution, which their 
peaceful endeavours might probably obtain. 
In this oppofition the worthy Memberi of 
the corporation of London, then prdeot, 
generally concurred; by their influence the 
feveral motions were withdrawn; and con­
fcquendy, it became qnnecetfary to urge 

C z any 
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any farther objeCl:ions againfl: the Plan it­
felf, confidered with refpect to its utility ir' 
the prefent circumfl:ances of this country. 
I do admit alfo, that although no formal 
refolution was paued upon the fubjcct, yet 
it was agreed at the Thatched Houfe, and 
I concurred in the agreement, that it was 
expedient the intended Petition for Redrefs 
of our Parliamentary Grievances fhould be 
drawn up in gmeral terms. But I certainly 
did not bind myfelf " to avoid any fpecific 
Propofitions relative to the Parliamentary 
Reform,., in any other mode of declaration, 
whenever a proper degree of union upon 
the fuhjea could be :-~ccomplilhed. And I 
do n~t find the other York!hire Gentlemen, 
who hnd been prefent at the Thatched 
lioufc, undcrftood this agreement in a dif­
ferent m~nner. At the late Meeting of the 
Yorklhire Committee, feveral of thofe 
Gentlemen attended; and to their recollec­
tion the objeCtion did not occur, when tho 
circular letter was propofed. 

In my opinion, the want of unanimity 
among the agents of the people, in favour 
of any fpecific plan, is the unfortunate cir­
cumfiancc which threatens moO: their total 

difa ppoin tmcnt. 
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d,i.fappointmtnt. For if no means can be 

devifed to unite the body of the peopie, in 
fupport of fome rational and fubfiantial im­

provement of the Confiitution, their con­

tin ned diffentions, no doubt, will furniGt 
to the timid or intereft:ed cbfirnetors of Re­

formation, a ready anfwer to their Petition: 

" Why {hould Parliament admit a change, 

till it is known what change will (nisfy 

the nation? When the people themfdve; 

are agreed what redrefs they ought to afk.~ 

then, and not before, let Parliament deli­

berate wh:;.t redrefs they ought to grant.'• 
It is obvious indeed, that till that gen:ral 
union of the people iliall take place, dif­
cordant Petitions, recommending to Parlia­

ment different fpecific plans of H.eformation, 

would but expofe the people to the derilion 

of their adverfaries. But it behoves their 
agents to confider, th~lt no time lhould be 

loft, no endeavours iliould be unemployed, 
to conciliate and to unite the various friends 
of Reformation, before the fcafon for that 

work be irrecoverably pafr. At length the 
whirl of cafual events has brought on the fa­
vourable opportunity; but if they omit to 
improve the fleeting advantage, a few !hort 

months 



Letters to the Volunteers of Ireland 87 

months may fruftrate every future attempt 
to retrieve their neglecc. 

''The Committee of London hope for a 
mature and well-digdled Reform of Par­

liament, which they trufi will proceed from 
the inveftigation of a Committee of the 
H oufe of Commons.'' I freely own my 

hopes are placed upon a different founda.. 
tion, viz. on the tirrnnefs and energy of the 
Eritilh People, pointing out the principle 
of that Reformation which they requefr; 
fpecifying the extent to which they defire 
it may proceed; and leaving the minute 
detail of Reformation to be fettled by Par­
liament itfelf: But if the late overture of 
the York!hirc Committee, and e~·erv other 

" 
attempt to accompliG1 a more general union 
of the people, for the profecution of fome 
fpecific plan of Reformation of equal extent, 
ihould prove unfuccefsful, it may be ex.. 
JJeB:ed that any correCtion of Parliamentary 
Abuft:s, which may flow fr0m the fponta.. 
r.eous act and pleafure of Parliament, will 
be much inferior to that plan of Conftitu.. 
tional Improvement, which the Yorklhire 
Gentlemen have prcpofed. In my appre­
hcnfion, any change that may be made 

will 
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will alto originate with lefs propriety, and~ 
in point of precedent, with lefs fafety from 
Parliament, than from the fpecial applica­
tions of the people, by inftruetions to their 
refpeetive Members. Such were rny fenti­
ments before the Meeting of the Thatched 
Houfe; and they remain unaltered fince, 
by converfation or correfpondence. 

The general phrafe is, that "fomething 
muft be done." What probably will be 
done, m:iy perhaps in fome meafure be col­
leered from the MeiTage which I had the 
honour to receive from Lord Shelburne in 
Augufi: laft; the purport of which was foon 
after communicated to the Committee of 
Lond~m. His Lordlhip undoubted1y ftands 
pledged to fupport the Propofitions of the 
Yorklhire Atrociation; i. e. To promote 
the addition of one hundred Members to 
the Counties and the Metropolis, and the 
repeal of the Septennial Bill. Bnt if Peti­
tions, in general terms alone, lhall be pre• 
fented to Parliament, and no lnfiruCl:ions 
1hall be offered to our feveral Reprefenta• 
tatives for the amputation of rotten Bo• 
roughs, I fee no reafon to fuppofe that any 
abolition of their obnoxious Franchifes wilt 

take 
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take place, againft the manifdl interell: of 

many powerful Members of Parliament J 

except by the flow operation of a Parlia­
mentary Tribunal in fume rare infiance dif­

franchiting an unfortunate Borough, on proof 
of Corruption too flagrant to be diffembled. 

lam far from meaning to difparage the mea­

fmc for reinforcing the found part of our. 
R':prefcntation : If nothing better c~n be 
ohtlined, I {hall· be thankful even for tha.t 

2dditional fecurity to our freedom. But l­
am convinced that an adequate abolition of 

the litde decayed Boroughs would ilrongly 
corruborate that fecurity ; and I conceive 

that both might yet be accomplilhed by a 
timely and vigorous exertion of the People 
for tho[c fj)ccial purpofcs. 

Vlith thefe impreffions on n1y mind, I 
att~nded the late Meeting of the Yorkfi1iro 
Committee; and having produced to that 
A trembly a Copy of the l\1eff~g.e from Lord 
Shelburne, and fiated to them my fubfe .. 
quent correfpondence on that fubjeCl: with 
his Lordl11ip, \vhich appeared ai once to 
confirm the Meff'age, and tQ be improper 
for public infpeCl:ion at that timf, my pro­

duCtion of the cotrefpondence ia queft:ion 
'\Yali' 



90 History of Suffrage 1760-1867: Volume 1 

was not required by the Committee. But 

it was not my advice to the Committee to 

acquiefce in thefe declarations of fopport 

from Lord Shelburne. At the Thatched... 

I-!oufe Meeting I had oppofed thanking the 

Duke of Richmond for his impraClicable 

plan; at the Yorklhire 1\1eeting I exhorted 

the Committee not to content themfelvcs 

wi!h the mere Augmentation of County 

l'l.lembers, &c. which the Cabinet feemed 

difpofed to promote; but, as far as it is pof. 

fible without rifquing that ~cquitirion, to 

attempt the ftill fuperior improvement of an 
adequate amputation of the little decayed 

Boroughs. \Vhat I ventured t~ fuggcfr on 

this occafion, was honoured with the ap­

probation of that refpecl.:ble Afiembly, and 

was carried iniO effect in the Circular Let­

ter, which the Committee of London has 
~lready feen. 

From this explanation of my political 

conduCl:: and fentiments for fame time paft, 
I tru£1: I {baH be jufiified in the opinion of 
that Committee, as having aCl::ed, in cir..t 

cumtlances of fome difficulty, an hone1.'t 

and confifi-ent part~ But this is a matter 

comparatively of finall moment- I am con~ 
D .fident 



Letters to the Volunteers of Ireland 91 

fi'dent from this ftate of fome late tranf~­
tions, whatever the final determination of 
that Committee may be on the fubjeCl: of 
the Circular Letter, they will approve the 
caution, the perfeverance, the well-tetn­
pered zeal of the Yorldhire Committee. 

With refpetl: to the propriety of '' poll­
paning lnfiructions to their Reprefentatives, 
1:1ntil the fate of the General Petitions is 
decided," which your refpeCl:ed Committee 
propofes to that of Yorklhire, I would beg 
leave to fuggeft one Chort obfervation; 
which i~, That when the fate of the Peti· 
tions .!hall be decided, any lnftrutlions upon 
the fubjeCl: will probably come too late. 
If, in confequence of an application in ge­
neral Urms to Parliament, the Reprefenta­
t.ion of the Counties and the Metropolis 
thall he reinforced by the addition of fifty 
or fixty Members, any future application 
1!0 the Legiflature for farther improvement, 
in this age at leafi, cannot with any proba­
bility be expeCted to receive the countenance 
and fupport of the nation -If therefore t~e 
Committee of Lontion have no objeCtioB to 
the Propofitions offered by the Yoddhice 
Gentlemen, their concurrence now can alone 

be 
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be of any avail. If they decline giving 
their fanCl:ion to that propofal, from a pre­
ference to the Duke of Richmond's {chcme., 
I beg leave to declare my firm opinion, as 
I did before the Thatched.. Huufe Meeting, 
that there exifis not the fmallefi probability 
that his Grace's plan will be adopted by the 
Towns and Counties of Great.Britain in 
any confiderable proportion. 

I have the Honour to be, SIR, 

Your moll obedient Servant, 

C. W Y VI L L. 

]Jrafs Crofoy, Efil. Chairman, &c. 
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2"'o Mr. HENRY JOY, Junior, Secretary. 
if the Committe-e of Corrifpondence, at 
Bc{ftf!l. 

Burton-Hal/, ncar Bedal, Augt!ft 2 2, t 783· 

S I R, 

A CCORDING to your de fire, my an... 
fwer to the ~eries of the Committee 

of Correfpondence at Belfaft, was tranfmit­
ted to Lieutenant Colonel Sharman, at Lif­
burn, on the 12th inllant. But wi!hing to 
guard againfr a mifcarriage, which in the 
hurry of a General Election may be pof.. 
fible, I take the liberty to trouble you with 
a duplicate of my anfwer. 

The Committee of York!hire is expeCted 
to meet about the end of September; when 
your Letters, and the other papers commu.. 
nicated by your refpeCl:abie Committee. 
will be laid before the Yorklhire gentlemen. 
I am firmly perfuaded they will rejoice at 
the noble fpirit of reformation which has 
arifen in Ireland; they will fincerely wiih 
to their worthy fellow-fubjeets complete 
fuccefs : I truft alfo, they will be mo!l: 

ready 
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ready to co..operate with them in any legal 
mode which can be devifed, mutually to 
afiifi: each other, in the laudable and necef­
{ary undertaking to obtain a fubfiantial re .. 
formation in Parliament, in the refpedive 
kingdoms of Ireland and Great-Britain. 

I am, Sir, with great refped-, 

Your moll: obedient humble Servant, 

C. W Y VI L L, 

Mr. WYVILL's Anfwer to the ~eries pro­
pofed by tht Committee rf Correfpondenc( at 
Be!fqjl. 

I. IN all attempts by a free people to im­
prove the frame of their legifiature, it 
feems advifeahle as much as may be poffible, 
to preferve ancient foundations, and to fuf­
fer every part of the fabric to fiand, which 
is not abfolutely incapable of fubfiantial 
repair. In my opinion, it is unneceffary 
and inexpedient to disfranchife the popo• 
]ous Boroughs in Ireland, in \vhich the 
Tight of election is invefied in a few per.. 
fons. In fuch Boroughs, a due extenfion of 
the right of fuffrage is fufficient to obtain 

every 
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every defirable purpofe, but all the little 
depopulated Boroughs ought certainly to be 
disfranchifed; and their privilege of Parlia­
mentary reprefentation fhould be trans­
ferred, to oppofe thofe populous difi:riCl:s 
which are unreprefented, or whofe il1are of 
reprefc:r.tation is inadequate. 

II. Jf in confc:quence of the propofed dif­
franchifement of the finallell: clafs of Bo­
roughs, a fufficient fhare of the reprefenta­
tion can be transferred to the largefi: dill:riets, 
it does not feem necelfary that the number 
of the Irilh Houfe of Commons fhould be 
increafed. The liberty of the nation may 
be well protecred by a Houfe of Commons, 
whofe I\1embers do not exceed three hun­
dred; if thofe Members be firmly connetl:­
ed with the body of the nation. But if from 
the paucity of Boroughs proper to be dif­
franchifed, or from the influence of power­
ful men interefied to preferve fuch Boroughs 
~ fufficient fl1are of the reprefentation can­
not be transferred to the Jargell: difiricrs ; 
the prefent number of the Houfe of Com­
mons in Ireland, compared with the elec­
tive body, is by no means fo large as to for­
bid any addition of Members. For what 

fecures 
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{ecures a Parliament in the intereft of the 

public? DUE ELECTION, AND A 

SPEEDY..RETURN INTO THE COM­
l\10N MASS. A Senate thus confrituted 

would inftantly feel what the community 

felt, and faithfullv aCt accordinrY to the
• 0 

wilhes of the confiituents. Thcfe are euen­

tial requiGtes in the formation and conduct 

<'fa Houfc of Commons; and where they 
are found, it i~ of little moment, whether 

the A trembly confi!l:s of three hundred per­

fans, or of any larger number, not exceed­

ing thofe limits, beyond which it is not 

eafy to preferve order in a deliberative af­

fcmbly. On thefe grounds it may be pre­

fumed, that no folid objection to an a~:g­

mcntation of the Irifl1 Houf= of Commons 

could be offered, even if the prefent elec­

tive body were incapable of increa[e. But 

fince the time is perhaps arrived, or may 
not be very difiant, when the Catholics of 

Ireland might be fafely ~dmitted a partici· 

pation :in the right of el~Ciion, tho difficul· 

ty wholly van.iilies. 

Ill. '\¥here property is very unequally 

dif1ributed, .ariftocratical influence will be 

found to operate- e.xtenftvely; and no means 
can 
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can be devifed completely to guard the com­
munity againfi: the mifchievous confe.. 
quences of that influence, without a breach 
in the laws of property, which hardly ever 
can be juctifiablc. But the regulations may 
be framed, by which the danger from the 
exceffive power of the ariftocracy may be 
averted ; and in [orne tolerable degree that 
iliare of influence may be obtained by the 
people, without which they cannot poffefs 
a free conltitution, or have any fubfl:antial 
fecnrity that the true interefis of the na.. 
tion will be ficadiiy purfued by Govern 4 

ment. Laws extending the right of fuf­
frage to fit claffcs of men; prohibiting 
bribery and expence at elecrions; and faci­
litating tbc voters accefs to the p1ace of 
polling; thofe are the mofr obvious and 
effeCtual means bv which the Commons 

.I 

may be proteB:c:d againfi: a domineering 
arifiocracy, without recurring to the def• 
perate expedient of an Agrarian law. And 
11nce the counties of Ireland are inade­
qu:ltely reprefented, and fince the natural 
luxury of the rich, and the growing in­
du.ftry of the poor, will combine to lelfen 
the evil complained of~ it fce.ms advifable 
that the county reprefenta.tion !hould be r.e ... 

inforeed 
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i!\forced, and at the fame time, t!1at every 
Froper regulation to check the excefs of 
arillocratical influence, ihould be intro­

duced. 

IV. The fourth Q!!ery has be~n, in 
(orne meafure, anfwered in the reply to the 
third. It feems not to admit a doubt, that 

the right of fuffrage fuould be extended to 
Ireland. But the difficult part of tbe quef.. 
tion is, to WHOM ? Confcious I am how 
delicate the fubjeet is, I cannot, however, 
decline to give my fentiments upon it with 
plainnefs and unreferved fincerity. 

It is the right of m:mkind to be governed 
by their own confent, given perfonally, or 
by reprefentation, On this principle all 
jtdl Government has been originally formed. 
lt was the principle on which oar Saxon an• 
ceftors founded their Conftitution; and 
though it rnuft be adm!ttc:d, that from the 
flrll: introduetion of a deputed Affem bly of 
the people in England, the pti11ciple never 
\\las firietly adhered to, and that in faa, 
the rights of eleCtion was not univerfally 
enjoyed, even before the Statute of Dif­
f.tanchifement pa!fed, in the ci&hth year of 

E Henry 
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Henry the Sixtb, yet the principle wag. 
ftill appealed to, and by a legal fiCl:ion fup­
pofed to ex-ill: in prattice. 

Such was the happy equality of mankind 
in the earlier fiages of foc::iety, ill exchang­
ed, in my opinion, for the glare and glitter 
of a more fplendid fcene, where the lofs of 
t~'le political happinefs of the many, is 
poorly compenfated by the pomp and mag­
nificence of a few individuals. 

In countries where property is eq·ually 
cli\·idcd, or nearly fo, it can hardly be fup­
pcft:d, that the unlimitted right of fuffrage 
may not be dlabli{hed. If fuch an excep­
tion to all political ~xperience fl1ou!d occur .. 
the ciicmnl1ances which could occafion the 
limitation, mu£1: be of a very extraordinary 
nature. But it fiates where propert-y ha& 
been difiributed with confiderable inequali­
ty, fome dim.iuution of popular privilezes 
has ufually taken place : and as far in the 
grca tefl: part of the globe, where the ex­
treme of riches and poverty almofi: divide 
each community, thofe privileges have been 
trampled under the foot of their tyrannical 
rulers, and fcarcely a ve!Hge of them is to 

b~ 
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be found; even in tbofe free countries ef 
Ireland and Britain, there feems to have 

been a culpable propenfity to contraa thefe 

rights to a degree for which there was no 

{ufficient reafon. The interefts of mankind 

require, that the bafis of fociety lhculd be 

bro-ad; the rulers of jufiice require, that 

their natura1 rights ihould not be taken 

away, but upon proof of mifufage, or po­
litical delinquency. I am fatisfied, there­

fore, that where the right of univerfal fuf­
frage has not been found a~u:1lly incon­
flfrent with the public fafety, it ought net 

to be abridged. But in all cafes, where the 

claims of individuals are incompatible with 
the public good, the privileges of a p~rt of 

the community mutl: be pofl:poned to the 
welfare of the whole. For the law of feif­
prefervation is to focieties, as to individuals, 

an indefcafible Jaw; tnd by that l11w, fo­

cicties are jufiifiable which ejetl: the fuJI 

employment of the right~ of citizens, per­
fans to whom thofe rights could r.ct be 
continued without danger to the public. 
The eleClion franchife may be con.fidered as 
both a privilege and a truft; 2nd men who 
luve been found incapable of cxec.u ti ng 
that trufi, in a manner not advantageous to 

E 2 the 
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the community, are unfit to remain inve!t: 

cd with it. That trull: may be as properly 
taken from fuch men, as by the con­
ceffion of the advocates for its widell; 

extenfion, it may be withheld from women, 

minors, and perfons of fame other defcrip­
tions. But men, from whom this franchife 

has been taken, ought to be permitted to 

renounce their allegiance to the State, and 

transfer it to another. If, in this cafe, they 
acquiefce under the deprivation, without 

renouncing their allegiance to the State, or 
even expreffing any diihti~fatlion, their ac­

qniefcence wculd amcunt to a tacit accept­
ance of \'irtual r-·prefentation; and they 
wculd fiill be governed, as they ought to 

be, by their own confent. 

In communities in which this depriva • 
tior. has already taken place, fimilar re<\­
foning will determine to what c1affes of 
men the election franchife ought to be re­
ilored, or may be jufl:ly refufed. It ought 
to be refiored to all who may be reafonably 

expected to exercife it for the public good. 
This is indifputably clear; and it feems 
equally certain, that it may be ju{Hy re­
fufed to all to whom it would be unfafe to 

impart 
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impart it; whom candour would judge 
mo!l: likely to rnifufe their rrivi lege, and to 
be guilty of that politic:i 1 delinquency for 

which their original deprivation would be 
j ufiifiab I e. 

Thofe obfervations are alike applic:1ble to 
the cafe of Britain and of Irelan4. In 
both countriec::, numerous clatres of men 
have been deprived of this franchife, but 
the liberal temper of the times, aided in each 
by fome favouuble ccncomi~ant circum­
.fiances, has brought this queflion to a fe­
rious- difcuffion; what ref-oration of the 
right of eleCtion ought to he propofcd, or 
is fit to be eftablifued? The mere inequa .. 

1ity of property alone, is by no means a 
\:t~lid objeCtion to the moil extenlive Re­

fl:oration. For if, from the love of order, 
jufl:ice, and liberty, prevalent in the lower 
daffes, and the mtc:k and unambitious 
fpirit of fuperiors, no material cLmger were 
t.P be apprehended from the influence of a. 

wealthy arifi:ocracy, or from numerous and 
frequent a{remblies of the populace; in 
fuch circumfiances, tlotwithnanding the 
unequal divi!ion of property, the right of 

fuffrage 
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{uffrage might be {afely rdl:ored to the ex ... 
clulive claffes, and therefore it ought not to 
be refufed. 

\Vhether Ireland be a country thus for­
tunately circumll:anced, or not, it behoves 
the Delegates cf UHl:er to confider with 
firiet impartiality? In what degree the man­
ners of the Irilh people are corrupt, to what 
extent the property of their country is un­

equally di!lributed, the Delegates will be 
moll: competent to judge. But if ari!l:ocra­
tical povJcr be found too predominant in 

the counties of Ireland, under the prefcnt 
]imitations of the ri2ht of eleCtion; a!' it... 

is fl:ated to be, in the letter of the 19th of 
July, by the Committee of Bel fall:; the 
exter.fion of the right to pcrfons in the 
fituation. of abfolute dependence on the 
great, would render their power wholly 
irrefifiible. If the capital contain a nu­
merous and profligate populace, the perio­
dic:!! dfemblies of that populace, for the 
purpofe of elections, would, too probably, 
prcdt1ce tumults, and all the wiid and per­
nicious effeCts of frantic infurretl:ion. Evils 
like thefe would be more intolerable, than 

thofc 
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thofe abufes which are now fo ju{Hy com­

plained of; and unlefs fome effeB:ud reme­

dy were fpeedily applied to them, would 

]cad Ireland through a feries of calamity, 

to the utter ruin of its conft:itution. 

Prefuming Ireland to be a country near­

ly in this fituation, I cannot venture to 

recommend the rdl:oration of univcrfal fuf­

frage. In my opinion, the circumfl:ances 

here defcribed mufi: be coniiderably altered~ 

before the refufal of that unlimited privilege 

CJn be thought unju!l:. At pref::ilt, the 

utmottlength to which the right of election 

there feems fafely communicable, is to im­

part it to every clafs of men, who, from 

the pofTcffion of property to fome f!n::ll 

amount, m2.y be thought likely to excrcif..: 

their franchife freely, and for the fJUblic 

good. To concede th~ right of fuffrage in 

Ireland beyond that boundary, appears not 

confiil:cnt with national prudence, or the 

faf\!ty of the Public; and therefore, in my 

apprehenfion, is not required by ju!l:ice.­

ln this opinion I am countenanced by the 

general praCtice of the Free States of an­

tiquity 7 I am fupported by ti1at of modern 

£ urop~, and the more recent exa!11ple of 
America... 
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Atne1·ica. In the American Republics, prow~ 
perty is more equally divided, and the 

manners of the people are more fimple, or:: 

derly, and incorrupt, than they are in thefe 

kingdoms. And yet, in fame of them, 
qualification of property has been thought 

neceffary to entitle inhabitants to the rights 

of voting. In Maffi1chufett's, and feme 
other American St2tes, the landed qualifi­

cation exceeds that of <1ny EngWl1 Frec­

holders.-I fhould be 11ill farther confirmed 

in thc::fe fentiments, if the excllldcd cbfies 
diCcovercd no anxiety tu reg~in thi!i impor­

t:lnt pri\"ilcge, even ,.,.. hen it became the 

fubjec1 of n<ltional dcb::.te. For \~·hy lhould 

the \York of Political Reformation be load­

ed with great, and perhaps infurmountable 
difficulties, by !lruggling to impart to the 

non-eleCtor~, a franchife which they arc 

neither likciy to exerc!fe with difcretion~ 

nor folicitous to obtain. 

By the rule here fugge([cd, 311 pcrfons 

raying taxes within the counties, cities, 

~nd bot oughs of Irehnd, would be com­

prehended among their voters; and to the 

county eiectcrs alfo would be added perfons 

haldi113 bnd by copyh~ld, by lcafchold for 
lif..:-~ 
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life, or a term exceeding thirty year~; 

equal in value to the prefent freehold q:.~ali· 

.fications. 

By the f~.tme rule it is underllood, that 
C:1tholics of fimihr qualifications in pro­

perty would be admitted to the chojce of re­

pre!entatives, together with their Protefiant 

Brethren. 

It mun. be confeiled, that this conccffion 

to humanity and liberal policy, could not 

be propofed in Britain v.'ith any profpcd: of 

fucc;;:ls. But Ireland, by granting a com­

pieat toleration to Catholics, h:1s dilplaycd 

the tr•..:.e fpirit of c:mdour and equity. And 

on this great occa:ion of reforming its con­

fiitution, the f<1me equit:l.ble fpirit will na· 

tura1iy lead that country, not to exclude 

thofe men from the primary right of citizens, 

by \vhofe ailiflance its own independence 

and dignity were obtained. The Catholics 

of fo:-n:er ages may have b'::en ju!tly de· 

graded from the clafs of electors, becaufe 

~n att~chment to a foreign Potentate, dan­

gerous to the peace and welfare of their 

country, may then have formed an cffential 

,pnt of their religious creed. But why 
F fnould 
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lhould men whofe religious opinions are now 

deemed inoffenfive to the State, and there· 

fore fit to be tolerated by law, be thought 

tmfit to concur with their fellow citizens in 
the ciecrion of reprefentatives ? The ell:ab­

lifhcd reiigion would be fecure as it is at 
prefent; becaufe Catholic voters could not 

eleCt Catholic reprefentatives. However, 

their mode of Chrill:ianity may be difap­

proved, hpwev'::r neccfiary it may be to op­

pofe the re admifiion of that fynem, as the 

rdigion of our country, and no perfon dif­

approves it more com pleatly or \~·ould rcfi!l: 

its dhblil11111cnt more firenuofly than the 

"t'.;riter of this paper; yet furely, in mere 
matters of civ.il concern, the profcfiion of 

errors allowed to be harmlcfs to the fiatc, 
ought net to be a difqualitication.-Surcl y 

Ch:-ifiians of every feel: ought to be p~r­

mitted to enjoy thofe political privileges, 
from which perions untinCtured by any re­
ligion are not excluded. 

'-' 

If on this occafion the right of fuffrage 

fhould be extended to Catholics, let them 
receive the indulgence not from the in­
fidious c.:lcmcn'=y of a Court, but from the 
friemi!hip and magnanimity of their Pro­

tdhnt 
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tefl:ant fd!ow.. fubjecrs, and the pe:lc~ and 

liberty of Ireland will be unhurt by the 
conceffion. 

V. Eleaions by ballot fecm to be unad­

vifable. In places where no undue influence 

can be exerted, the concealment cf the bal­

lot is totally unneceffary. But, where the 

influence is predominant, it ought to be re­

fifl:cd, not by a praCl:icc encouraging coward­
ly difingenuity and breach of promifc, but 

by open and honourable means; by means 

confonant with truth, i!ltegrity, ~nd the 

cour:1gecus fpirit of liberty. 

VI. The duration of P,1rliaments ought 

to be limited to a {hortcr term th·.1n eight 

years. It fhould be fuund as pra.:licable to 

obtain annual as triennial Parliaments, the 

preference in point of efficacy (eems due to 

annual Parliaments. But the beneficial 
cffeB: of triennial, or of annual Par!i:lments 

wi!l nat be felt till the reprefentation has 

b~cn mclioratc:i, and elcClions have b~cn 

tendered uncorrupt ~nd incxpeniive. 

V n. It would be expedient that a ftti f­
f;t·:l.ory compen Cation lhould be given by the 

F 2 nntion 
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nation to the proprietors of thofe boroughs 
which may be abohi11cd. lf thi~ were un­
derfiocd to be the inrention of the public, 
a lcfs a:1imated oppofition to the disfran .. 
chifement of buroughs rni.~ht be expected. 
But a more h:dh mode of rtformation would 
difgufl: and exafperate individuals, which 
would be extren:cly imprudent, when a 
flight expence to the whole: kingdom rr:i~ht 
purcha1~ their acquicfcence, and preierve 

gener<ll h::1rmony. 

Undoubtedly a compenf1tion is \-V 1'at 
firicl: jailice cbcs not enjoin; the n•ltlon has 
an r.bColutc right to revoke privikges v.-l~;ch 
are b::come injurious to its welfare; but ir1 

the vi::::w of equity~ as \vel! as that of pol~<.,y, 
this more lecient mace of corre(.:ling

'-' 
aou.(c$ 

\.vhich time has introduced, without ~ny 

marked criminality of the prcfer.t pwpne­
tors, feems to be preferable. 

vur. From tre anf\vers ~..... h:ch h~'..V~ C(:~n 
rdurned to the former queries, my op:i1iJn 

refpeCl:ing the eighth and lafi query, in f0me 

mcafurc, might be colleCled. But the rep1y 
to Jhe rnofi impoit~nt qu~nion of th~-:;1 all 
(hall nnt b~ lefs explicit than thofc "-;:hich 

h:!\'e 
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have been already given. If then I had the 
honcur to be delegated to attend the meeting 

at Du !1gannon, my pre[ent ideas on the 
{u bjeet would lead me, 

I. To recommend with all poffible earn-. 
eftnc.fs, the abel ition uf every fmall and de­
c.1yed borough; and the gift of a re::fonable 

compenfation to every perfon immt~diatcly 

affet.ted by thzt a~, with permiffion to the 
cisfranchiC~d el:S.ors to vote at elections for 
their refoeC:bve counties.• 

2. ~ 1 o Fropo!e r t 1 1e re1:1rorcement ·r or '"}t 1e 

r:~ prefent:ttior~, by transferring to the coun­

ties, theca }'i tal) and the con iidera ble unre­
pr~:!ented t(J\\·n. if th{:re be any fuch in Ire· 

land, the members t;:hn from the dif­
f~n~hifed borcu:;hs; and dfo by udding to 

th~m as many new mcmhers, ~s migh\ be 
n::ceilary ciearly to turn the balance of Iegif­
lati\'e power in favour of t!-1..: counties, prin­

cipal cities and tOW'lS, wh~ch form the 

b0dy of the natio'l, and in which the 
!lreng th cf the .iri(h democ acy reGdes. 

3· To [Jggefl: tT"1e qtiiity of extending the 
Tight of fuBi age to all perf0ns p.1ying taxes 

to 



Letters to the Volunteers of Ireland 111 

to counties, cities, and boroughs ; to all 
copyholders and leafeho1ders for life, or a 

term exceeding thirty years, the yearly value 
of whofc ellates lhall be at leafi: forty fhil­
1ings ; and alfo the propriety of admitting 
Chrifrians of every denomination to the 
equal exercife of that moil: important right 
of a citizen. 

4= To advife a lhorter duration of Parlia .. 
rnents, preferring annual Parli:.ments to tri­
ennial, if equally attainable. 

5· And for fecuring the advantages of 
thofe meafures in their full extent, to re­
commend the ClriCl:ell: prohibition of bribery 
and expence at elections, and regulations 
facilitating to the refpeetive voters the ex­
ercife of their franchife. 

Such are the improvements which appear 
to my mind mofr praCticable, fafe, and effi ... 
cacious, in the prefent State of Ireland, 
--TO RESTORE TO THE PEOPLE 
UNARMED THEIR JUST AND NE­
CESSARY CONTROUL OVER THE 
l{El'RESENTATIVE ASSEMBLY. 

To 
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To fome of the Delegates at Dungannon, 
thefe propofitions might appear not extenfive 
enough. To many more perhaps they 
might appear too extenfive to be at once 
adopted with prudence. 

Having therefore offered thefe propofitions 
to the meeting, I £hould think it ill became 
me to adhere to them with pertinacity. On 
the contrary, it would be more fuitable to 

my very limited experience, and imperfetl: 
knowledge of Iri111 afrairs, and alfo more 
conducive to the fuccefs of the great caufe, 
to fubmit my opinion with deference to 
better informed judgments, and to accede 
to a lefs extenfive pbn for a fubfi:antial re­
formation of Parliament; in favour of which 
a more general concurrence of the Volun­
teers might be probable. For that is the 
befi: plan of reformation, \'rhich i<> the moft 
effeCtual that is like to be attained. 

The means for obt~ining thofe regula­
tions, or other improvements which n~ay 

be deemed more falutary, are fufiiciently 
obvious to reftore a declining confiitution, 
ii the duty, the in terc£1:, and the peculiar 

oflicc 
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office of the collective body. Self Reforma• 
tion is as odious a talk to corrupt affe::n b1i~s 
of men, as it is to profligate individuals. A 

degenerate Parliament will never ferioufiy 
cnga.:;e in that buiinefs, but from the im­
pulte of the people. By their aCtive zeal 
the work of reformation muft be begun; by 
their firmnefs and perfeverance it mull: be 
fini!hed. ln a more tolerable condition of 
Parliament, it would be fufficient to !late 

an abufc ; and of its own accord an honeft 
Hoi..!fc of Commons would immediately 
apply the proper correcricn. BL:t when the 
mi[chief iies in the frame and dii}>Ofition of 

Pa;·liament itfelf, it behoves the people n::~t 
oniy to fpccify their grievance, but to point 
out on what principle, and to what extent 
they expect redrefs. For, if the popular 
complaint be well founded, Parliament can­
not be qualified to judge fur the people Vi'ith 

due impartiality; nor indifpofed fpontane• 
cu!ly to grant that mode of reformation 
which mi.!y appear befr adlpted to promote 

their happinels. lienee proceeds the prin­
cipal difficulty of this great enterprize.­
'"'!' vv nen tne ' cJarm . . or ~ m . d ::pen dence ,,..as we 1 

oojea of purfuit, there was but one fimple 

t'ropo!ition-evcry Iri!hrnan was agtecd. h. 
th:: 
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the Volunteer affemblies fi1ould deliberate 
apart on the general quefiion only, Whe­
ther a rcformatioil of Parliament be expedi­
ent? there is little reafon to apprehend any 
mater;al diverfity of opinion would arifc. 
But, if the qucllion to be canfidcred, lhould 
be, \ 1\ihat fpecific plan of reformation is 
mon fit to be propofed to Parliament? the 
difcuffion of that propofition in many di!l:intl: 
affemblies might unhappily divide the Vo­
hmteers. The reformation of Parliament 

is an ample fidel of [peculation, in which 
the fer.tim.ents cf \vife and good men may 
be \vidcly different. It is a fubjea of the 
highef!: praCtical importance, on \vhich 
thcfe various fentiments may be maintained 
\vith •.--:·armth and cagernefs. In the pro­
t:,refs of thofe difputes the Provincial meet­
ings might form different opinions ; they 
might be heated i might be a1ienated; the 
ill offices of artful and intetefl:ed men might 
increafe the difgufl:; till the formation of a. 
general opinion in favour of any fpecific 
plan, would become exceedingly difficult, 
if not wholly irnptaCl:icable. In order to 
guard againfl: fo fatal difunion, it feems ad­
vifeable, if the fpecific plan ought to origi­
nate from the people, that a GENER.t\L 

G ASSEM.. 
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ASSEMBLY OF DELEGATES from 

very part of Ireland {hould meet, anrl de­

termine what that fpec~fic plan lhould be .. 

By fuch a meeting the Union of the Vo­

lunteers might be compleatly preferved; 

and the application from that meeting for 
an effeCtual redrefs of parliamentary abufes 

would be prefented to Parliament with the 

weight and authority of the whole collective 

bodv. It is needlefs to add that their re­
"' 

quifition rnufl: be complied with. 

Such is the judgment which I have form­

ed to the moft Impartial confideration of the 

C@eries tranfmitted for my opinion by the 
Ccmrn.~ttee of Belfafr. I feel myfelf much 
honoured by the gcr.tlemen who have called 

forth my fcntiments on th:s momentous oc­
t'afion. By impofing that honourable tafk 
upon me, they have .-:ommitted to my hands 
an important truft, '\vhich I am bound to 

execute· with fcrupulous fidelity, with con­
fcicntious fincerity. I am but too well con­
vinced, that what I h~ve been able to fug­
geft defervcs not much of their attention. 

But the opinion now given h:1s been form· 
cd, and delivered under a fcnfe of duty. 

And if this comm:..inication offer nothing 
elfe 
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e1Ce which may be fortunate enough to 
meet their approbation, yet I am confident 
the Delegates of UHler will approve the free· 
nom and integrity of my anfwcr. 

As a man I fincerely wifu the .enjoyment 
<>f liberty, in its mofl: ample extent, to men 
in every climate and country ; but as fel­
low-fubjefts I am deeply and more pecu­
liarly interefled in the welfare and happi­
nefs of I ri{hmcn. \Vhen the Volunteers of 
Ireland fuccefsful!y afferted the honour and 
independence of their country, I rejoiced at 
its emancipation from an injurious controul. 
When they aboli!hed perfccution, and gave 
peace and fecurity to millions of their op.. 
preffed brethren, my heart concurred and 
approved the deed. When they checked 
the corrupt profufion of the public money, 
I joined with every virtuous m::m in ap .. 
plauding this prelude to a more important 
reformation. To refl:ore a finking confii­
fiitution is their laft and grcate!llabour. It 
is a talk who(e difficulty can only be ex­
ceeded by the immenfc advantages refulting 
from the perform~ncc. ]\othing clfe can 
give permanent fecurity to the freedom and 
11rofpcrity of Ireland. \Vheo the zeal and 

G z fpirit 
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fpirit by which the Volunteers gained thofc 

benefits to their country !'nail be rehxcd, 

unlefs a radical reformation of Parliament 

!hall have been firfl: accompliilied, the be­
nefits themfelvcs will not be of long du r:t­
ration : they will be lo!l: ~gain, or they will 

be left under circumftances of rublic dif­

trefs, in which the enjoyment will be im­

poffible. The mifchief of a factious and 

corrupt Government will be felt once more: 

miniilerial profufion will again feduce the 

fenatc, and impoverilh the co:nm~mity. In 

this flate of things, liberty 'vvi!i be preca­

rio:Js, and commerce :1nd induHry \"-'ill b:; 

undot~c. And then, when the poor C:l­

tholic is !l:arving for \vant of employment, 

toleration itfelf will be to him a comfort of 

li~tle avail. Even the joy excited in the 

public mind by the acquitition cf indepen­

dence will foon fink, and be loft in the fu­

pcrior fenCe of domei1ic mifery. But I trull: 

a different, and far happier fcene is jull: 

ready to open .upon Ireland. From the vi­

gour and virtue of Irii11 peo?!e, conduCled 

by the wifdom of their Delegates, a fub­

fiantial refoimation of Parliament, with 

every national ble!Eng in its train, may Coon 
be expeLled. Let them but perfevcrc in the 

fame 
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fame fpirited, temperate, and legal conduct. 
which hitherto has marked their character 
\Vith honor ;--let them be firm-let them 
be unanimous ; and in this juft and necef­
fary undertaking, as in all the reft, THE 
VOLUNTEERS OF IRELAND will 
command that fuccefs which thev fo well 

" deferve. 

C. W Y VI L L. 

RF.VEREND SIR, 

T~ HE Merchant Company here, having 
tr.ken under confideration the intima­

~ion m<tde b\' the Ki:1bry's Minii1ers of briiW­. u 

ing into P~rliament a Biil for equalizing ti~e 
reprcfentarion of the people, weie unani­
mouily of opinion, that it \\'Ould tend to 
the interefis of the Burghs of Scotland to 
have an alteration in the mode of eleCtion 
of their Members of Parliament, and ap­
pointed a Committee to ccrrefpond with the 
other Burghs and Cnmn.itt.-:es who may 
teftify tl~:::ir approbation of the alteration, 
and p:utict~larly with the Yoddnir-: Com• 
mittee, fo as common meafures may be fol .. 
lowed, being fenliblc that unanimity \;'ill 

con­
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contribute greatly towards carrying the pr~ 
pofed plan into execution. 

The Committee therefore beg leave to 
give the prefent trouble to know from you 
the plan propofed to be adopted by the 
county of York, and will efi:eem your an­
fwer a particular favour, in which it is 
hoped you will tranfmit every information 
you may think material for us to know. 

I am refpecrfully, Reverend Sir, 

Your moil: obedient humble fervant, 

JOHN CAMPBELL, Chairman. 

Stirli11g, Feb. 26, 1783. 

7'o the Rc"v. Mr. rf/yvz1l. 

S I R, 

I NCLOSED in this and another cover I 
have the honour to tranfmit to you the 

papers mentioned in my letter from \Vans­
ford, from which the Committee of Mer­
chants of Stirling will be able to colleC:C 
th~ information they have dcfired refpeCting 

the 
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the p1an for the Rcformatioa of Parliament 
which had been adopted by the county of 

Yo~k ; and alfo the reafons why that plan 

will not be brought forward in Parliament 

during the prefent fe!lion. 

At the fir{l: eftablilhmcn t of the Engli!h 
Haufe of Commons, and for many ages­

after that period.: the counties, cities, and 
pi·i:-;:-!pll t:J·.vr.s, which form the main 
b ..,;,, ,r ... ~, .....,~,_:,.... - ...... r,, ..,.,~d , n~ 1·~f"l""\ "' .. 

~-'.: c. "'~ ..... ~;~.1, 11.. ··'·~- Lu J. .... r£!c •••ei ... 
,., I ·-.~.·-.:.r- .-.... ,..:1"'\-: ... t~ , .... c .'V'\, ..-:­~-I! tl~e&" ..,;.l i5 ·- ;. ; • · :J .....,. ; ~ ~) ....•! LV 1. eL~! 0 ~ .l S• Sine\! 
• .• • -.( -:-_'1 "~"' -·· \JI t'!.-.," "''• J.... ~ C ; • .,.1 n•
!c.:J2"~ ...... .:...:·-:J; v • .1- I.~,n1uCf~· .a..1 Ln .... 

'-' " 
... & 4. ... 

t:n·adua1 .. incrc~ff'.Hod"e r~~--,.-·· •• "\,., ....,C";"eri
... --.. _ c. " .. b... .. ""' - ' till 

'·,u . ..... .. , r . .. • ""'.. ' ,. ,,., .. I ;\.. .. fl. , ,.. ~, :...~ .. ~ ~•-~:.. • .Jn o ....n I e.~n ~ .. n.. one nuz.­,., 
" 

~r~d T)-' .. ~; '\I~"'H;·•'\ .. ·"-•• p ., .,,,.,.t1C: f11e b",~ r' c ... 1 ..... '"'•-•···•L-L; ..... oto .. 0 t,, .1. "'J«n ... e 
r ] P • f1 .. <~ : • • - , ". ~~- 1.. t ... """ ..., .. ..., '• • [·- ~-.. .. h ,.or -.glu .... u\ e ~: );> ... , •• as u ....... n ... :-...e.l .o•.. lo!w 
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r B ~· 1 • • 
.~ew petty ~urgellt.-: 7 w ~w oc~r an lnC~n-

ftderable proportion to the whole rnr..:'"s of 

eleCtors. This is a fun~br.1t~ta! defect in 

the prefcnt frame of E ng1 iG1 rcpr,e[entatioa; 

for althongh mathematical equality is not 

to be expeCted in !uch matters, yet it ne\.·er 
can be thought prorcr by any rational 
friend to liberty, that a thir:ieth part of 

the electors of England iliould appoint a 

m:~jcrity 
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majority of Englifh Reprefentati\fes. But 
this inequality is not a mere fpeculative im­
propriety; it is a dcfetl:, whofe mifchievous 

€onfequences have been feverely felt, and 

threaten the utter ruin of the nation. For 
hence an intercourfe of corruption has been 

efiabli!hed between EleB:ors, Members, and 
1Y1iniflers of State : hence the Crown and 

a few great arifiocratical families nave ob­

tained an unconfiitutional influence in that 

Afi~mbly, which ought to he the unbiaffed 

guardian of the public weal : and hence 
mca[l:rcs defl:ru8:ivc to our befl: intcrefis 

have been ft!pportcd, and may flill be car­

ric,l on ng~in!l the g~lleral fcnie of the com­

munity. Such \vcrc the evils felt and ap­

prehended from thi~ gre::;.t abufe \..·hen the 

counties and the metropolis of England un­
dertook the tafl: of rcfioring the confiitu­

tion. Since that period, othcial and parlia­

mcnt~ry regulations have been cfiabli!hed, 
which tend i11 fomc degree to palliate the 
evil. But their beneficial effects can neither 

be great nor perma:nent. For although the 

influence of the Crown may have been di­

minilhed, that of the 2ri£l;ocracy feems to 

have b~en augmented. The weight taken 

from the Crown has not been transferred to 

the 
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thepopular fcale, it has been added to that 

bf the Nobility ; at Ieaft, that body has 

gained the preponderence, as recent events 

too plainly indicate. But to the Crown it 
may foon revert again; and, after every 

poffible vibration of power, there it mull: 

ultimately reft, unlefs the gteat weight be 

placed, where it ought to be, in the body 

of the people. Whether they have moll to 

fear from the undue influence of a fingle 

perfon, or that of a few indi••iduals, is a 

qudl:ion which it is of little importance to 

determine. For it is manifefr, that till an 

dfettua] b;lrrier ogainfl botb can be provided, 

the liberty of the Briti!h nation cannot be 

fafe; ~nd that barrier can only be found in 

a Houfe of Commons fubflantially reformed, 

and rendered a fair and free reprcfentative 

of the people. 

For that purpofe, among other improve. 

ments, a melioration of Parliamentary Re~ 

prefentation has been propofed by the coun, 

ty of York, and by many other confider= 

able diftritls. But it is not the intention of 

the Yorkthire Gentlemen, at lea.fi as far as 

I am able to form any Judgment of their in:o 

tention, to prefs for a perfeCt. equality of 
li repre­
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tepre(entation. Jn the prefent circum­
fiances of the nation, they conceive the: 

plan of univerf<tl ii.1ffrage is unfit to be re­

t:ommended; neither likely to be attained 

by any regular or legal efforts of the people; 

nor, if it \Yere cfta&lifued, likely to be 

maintained and ex~rcifed in th~t purity and 

peace, "'hich alone can render it a bleffing 

to the community. Infiead of at tern pting 
a Reformation therefore, which, defenfible 

as it m~y be in theory, feems at prefent net 

fafely redLtcihle to praCtice, they have been 
content to p:·opofe a more moderltc change, 
of eafier 3.ttainmc:nt, but dfeCl:ual in their 
opinion to replace the rights ar.d liberties 

of the nation in l !tate of full and ,perm anent 

1(:curi ry. 

It wou1d not be difficult to name fift] 
Borcu.;hs, in which a numb.:r of voters, 

Tefs than the tcn.th cart of the frcchol Jers of 
York~bire, return one hundred Menzbe:-s t.!> 

Parli~ment By disfranchifing tho1e moft 
obnoxi0us Bor-oughs, and adding an ade-­

<.}nate numbe-1· of Reprcft'nta:ti't·es to the 
conntie! and principal towns, the anticnt 

balance in the fyilem of Engli(h reprcfen­

t:lticn "'"ould be rdlored, without. increafing 
th~ 
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the number of Englilh Reprefentative~ 
This Reformation would he rendered fiill 
more dft:Clual by a fhorter duration of Par­
liament, by the abolition of nominal fieri ... 
tious \·otes in Scotland, and the admi!lion 
of copy holders to the 1ight of fuffr:tge in 
England. And if this plan of confiitutional 
improvements lhould be thought not fuffi­
ciently comprehenfive, it fecms by no means 
unreafonable to prefume, that, from a 
Haufe of Commons thus confiituted, the 
correction of every other abu(c, the etb.· 
blifhment of every other bencfici,ll regula­
tion, might be readily obtained, by which 
the mifchiets of difpotic powtr on the one 
hand, and of _f;1:ii9us a11d corrupt .fyflmr of 
Go1.:ernmtnt on the other, mi!!llt be fo: e\.·cr.... 
excluded. 

Such were the general views of that very 
numerous and refpeCJ:able Alfc:mbly of 
Gentlemen, held at York on Decem.ber the 
19th laO:: and it is my firm belief, that if 
it had been then known to the Yorklhire 
Gentlemen, that the right of c!edion is 
monopolized by a few l'vlembers of a Coun, 
cil in almoft every Boro~1gh in Scotland. 
their zeal for the liber~y of their fellow., 

H ~ citizens 
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citizens would have prompted them, as far 

as the offer of their affiftance might avaiJt 

to promote an application to Parliament 

from the unreprefented Burgcfi"es of Scot­

land, for a proper extenfion of that right. 

If the friends to a Gmeral Riform of Parlia­

ment would be confill:ent, they mull: ap· 
prove the red refs of every local abufl refpeCt­
ing reprefentation and the right of eleCl:ioJl; 

it mufi be their anxious wiih that the rights 
of the Britilh Conflitution may be diftri· 

buted with an equal and impartial hand in 

every parr of the kingdom: and it is hoped 

the advocates for loc:JI Reformation will be 
found equally difpofed to fupport the Gme­
raf Plar. whenever it may be brought for­

ward. 

The petitions on this fubjeCl: have hither­

to conveyed to Parliament in general terms 
the complaint of parliamentary grievances 
from the Englifb counties: and cities, &c. 

whofe purpofe is, to avoid the introduflion ~f 
any plan of Reformation into the Houje if 
Commons, till the fate of Mr. Pitt's intended 
motion on the feventh of May !hall be de­

termined. If tbe efforts of that incompa­

rable Senator C.call be defeated on that day, 
llV 

J 
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by a combination of men adverfe to the jcfi: 
claims of the people, that event fmety 
ought not to difcourage the Committee, or 
le£fen their zeal in a purfuit fo jufl: and ne• 
ceffi1ry. On the contrary, it will afford an 
additional proof how much it behoves the 
nation to profecute thefe claims with in· 
creafing ardour; to concert and adopt a 
plan of Reformation at once moderate and 
efficacious ; and to fupport it in the fuc.. 
ceeding fdEon of Parliament by every means 
which can be devifed, confifient with law 
and the confl:itution. On that occafion,. 
perfect unanimity between the numerous 
friends of Parliamentary Reformation in aH 
parts of the kitigdom cannot be expeB:ed; 
but if they can be generally induced, by the 
obvious nccd'iity for union, to att in con­
cert, and with a mutual confidence, the 
joint and regular efforts of their Committees 
to promote the COMMON CAU!SE can 
bardly fail to be crowned with final fuccefs. 

I am, Sir, with great refpeCt, 
Your mofl: obedient fervant, 

C. Y./ Y V I L L. 

Jchn Campbell, E(q. Chairman qf the 
Omu11ittee of the };1erc!wnts ofStir.'tirg. 
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To LIEUT. CoL. SHARMAN, &c, 

'' I 
u S I R, 

HAVE received a letter figned by. 
the Secretary of 45 corps of Volun4 

teers of UHler, defiring my opinion con 4 

cerning a Reform of the reprefentation of 
the Commons in Parliament, may be tranf­
mitted t~ you for the informltion of the 
committee appointed by the delegateS' of 
thofe refpeCtable bodies. 

" From the firfi moment of that quef­
tion's being agitated in England, I h:1ve in­
\'ariably held one opinion, as to the rigl1t 
of reprefentation in theory, as founded on 
one plain propofition, 'Viz. to be free is to 
be {elf-governed, and -v·-iu verja. There­
fore every man mcll: either vote in pe:tfon. 
or by his reprefentative, in making thofe 
laws which are to affeCl: his life, liberty 
and property. 

" I am very ready to admit, however, 
the pofiibility of our being obliged to relin• 

qui!h 
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quifu in practice, what fcems perfcCl: in 

theory; and on that account, I luve joined 

in {orne afi"ociations here, for a reformat ion 

which I think far from complete, but the 

befl: plan in which a fufficient number of 

perfons were ready to join, fo as to give us 

any profpecr of fuccefs. 

" In the eight queries contained in the 

letter to me, there are {orne which depend 

on local circumfrances, which I am not 

fufficiently acquainted with to be able to 

give fo direct and explicit an anfwer ~s I 
could wilh ; I therefore think it is bell: to 

give you a brief account of the plan I wilb 
to fee adopted in England, and afterwards 

to enclofe you a feparate paper containing 

each query, and the bdl: anfwer to it which 
l find myfelf prepared to give. 

'' My favourite plan for this country, to 

fecure a reprefentation tolerably equal, and 
to make as little 2.lteration in the prefcnt 

mode, as our fecurity will admit, is as 
follows : 

cc Let 
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~' Let the counties and cities remain jufr 
as they are at prefent. 

'' Let the counties be divided into four 

or more cla£fes, according to their impor­
tance in the national fcale, confidering their 

population, agriculture and manufaCl:ures. 

" Let each return from four to ten or 

twelve burge!res, making in the whole the 

fame number of members as at prefent. 

" Let every man paying fcot and lot have 

a vote for burgefres. 

" Let the poll be taken on a certain day 
in every parilh, before the pari!h-ofricers 

and principal inhabitants. 

" Let the conll:able witr.efs the poll, and 
attend the Sh~riff on a certain day~ who, 

affified by fuch magiftrates as may chufe to 

attend, is to cart up the fame., and make 
the rerum. 

" The foregoing feems to me to be clear 

of all objeCtion, as it disfranchifes nobody; 
but 



130 History of Suffrage 1760-1867: Volume 1 

but only refrores to liberty fuch as are now 
unjuftly disfranchifed ; and as it takes no 
man out of his pari1h, Temoves. the only 
plau.fible objed:ion to frequent eleCtions. 

I am with great regard, 

SIR, 

Your moll: obedient 

humble fervant, 

EFFINGHAM.'j 
./lug. I 31h, 1783. 

'' P. S. I beg to obferve that no argu­
ment has ever yet been produced in fa­
vour of a feven years Parliament, which 
is not equally good for one of {even­
teen years/· 
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S EPA R A T·E ANSWERS, tJc. 

A n.fooer to fidl §(j"ery. 

I~~ould disfranchife nobody, but I would 

commun·icate to al\ thofe who are at prt!flnt 

unjujlly diifraffchifed, a participation of liber• 

ty with the reft of their country. By con­

folidating the boroughs, and all other houfe· 

holders~ every man would be reprefen ted 

by at /ea)J fotJr members. 

Anf-wer to zd §(},tery. The number of 

men'lbers I take to be a matter of indiifc.. 

renee, provided they are amply fufficient to 

attend to all the local !Jt!finefi, and not too 

many fit and debate in one chamber. If any 

corrup~ connexi(m is apprehended betwee.o 

the reprefentative Body and the Crown. it 
is the lhort duration of ParliJments and not 

the number of members that mufr prevent 

Or cure tha..t evil • 

.An_fiver to 3d S2!Jery. The objefrion al... 

luded to is, that as now two great families 

K endeavour 
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endeavour to return the two county Mem­
bers, the fame would be done by fix fami­
lies were there fix members. I lhould thi.nk 
it probable, in fuch a cafe, that the t1.~·o 

mo£1: powerful of thofe famili.es would re­
turn four of the Iv1ember9, and four fami­

lies next in power ".-auld compromife for 
t\vo; and thus the fix united would rotllly 
throw out thofe uncon netted with them. 
This confideration would determine me to 
leave the county reprefentation untouched. 

An.f-.£'er to 4th §ttery. l think every rn:1.n. 
not incapable through infancy, infanity, cr 
criminal conduCt, has a rig-ht to the fran· 
chif~ of being repref~;1tecl; but I cannot 
entertain a moment's doubt; in refoect of• 
thufe who bear the public burthens. 

Anjwer to 5tb Q:jery. I rather thir:.k it 
would be not wife to have the members re­
turned hy ballot; but as I mufl: candidly 
o\vn, fomc of the befi: ffi('n in this country 
are of a different opinron, I will briefly 
give you the reafon for mine. I had an op­
portunity fome years ago, of learning how 
~. b:l!'ot might be as eafily abufed as any 
c:I:c::- method of \'Cting, nnd it was upcn 

the 
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t11e following occafwn: The kingdom of 
Swede.n, it is well kno·.,·n, has in the pr.e­

fcnt century enjcyed about fifty years of a 

free government; during which time, they 
collctl:ed the votes in their diet by ballot. 

\Vhen a Member was bribed, whofc pro­

mife the briber did not chufe to rely on, it 
was the cu£1om for him to write on the fame 
paper' with his vote, fomc word or fentence 

agreed on; by which it was known whe­

ther he had earned his wages or not. To 

prevent this, a bw is made, that if any fuch 

mark appearcrl in fl!ture, th~ vote lhould 

be null and \cid. 

In the year 1709, I v:as ·witnefs of a. 


{hong cor.tdl for the choice of :1 land mar­

!Jlall; when atnong other excni0ns of each 


party, bribery and co:-ruption we:-e not for­

got ; but as the la v·r above-m·:ntioned pre­


vented the old method, th('y took the fo1­
1owinCY ; in:1c:ad of defirir-~e: a:1y on~ t-> vote


0 ~ . 

for the favou:-irc candidate, eJch m~r.agcr 
~.ppliecl to the fu:Joofed friends of the Ol)­. . . 
pofice fide, and ;av~ them n'i·.'ncy to (icfhoy 


' 
tnet ' .r o·.vn v,;tc ; l1 y "' !l ' iC. ' n, tnou g.1I t hey 
.could not ~nc:rca[~ t!1~ir own t1'.•::~b-:rs, they 

could Jim.::-.i:ll ti:e number ot t:;cir ;1::ivcr­

!'- 2 f.uies. 
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faries. It is eafy to conceive numberlefs 
other contrivances, \vhich, tiil knoum, will 

ferve to evade any regulation that can be 
n1ade. 

But I have a much fl:ronger reaf~m againft 
ballots. It is not merely influence, butjecret 
ii1telligenet, that I dread. .For fo long as 
riches or power can confer any favours or 
benefits; and fo long as good men fhall 
poffefs gratitude, kn~ves avarice, or foo!s 

pride, fo long influence will e:xifl:. But 
while that is brought to light by open vot­
ing in the face of our country, ir: appear::; to 
me in a leis form idablc ligh~, than if it 
worked in th<'! dark, where I cm:ld neither 
f~e the nat~re cr ex.tent of my danger • 

.Anjuer to 6th §!.!,1o:v. I think a triennial 
ParliJment the longe!l: that can be any ways 
conf1!lent with the idea vf any controul in 
the con flituent over his reprefcntJ.tive. Jn­
deed any fixed dura~ion beyond the fefTion 
to which Parli~unent is called by the King's 
writ, is gr:.:nting an independence to th: rc­
prefcntative for that term, and .C) far making 
that branch of the lcgi!bture ~n arijit;r.:ratJt.: 
L•crf;·. 

,. 0 r:.... .. ~r:;·~·.tr 
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.Anfwer to 7th ~ery. As I cannot fup ... 

p:>fe it poffi ble that any gentleman has either 
procured his own return \'~.rith a \'iew to fell 

his vote, or taken money to procure the re­

turn of another man, I a:n at a lofs to ac­

~ount for a pecuniary claim in om~JZde for a 

prr;perty in ti.Je Hves and liber:y of a people 
who c1Il themfelves fu free, th1t they alfcrt 

a negro flave does ipfo fallo obtain his liberty 

by fetting his foot among them. If, how­
e:er, by any former mi(bken notions, fuch 

a thing could l1ave h:1ppened ; if any gcn­
tle;nan has re,1.l1y gi"en a few thotl::::~cis 

more than the true vJhc of an c:b~c on 

~ccount of :1 f•Jppo(cJ privilege annexed to 

it; or if a poor l\1cmbca of a corporJ.tion 

\vould by the propo1i:d rciorm rcaliy believe 

that he was un_iu1Uy dcpri•·crl of an o,}cn~ 

ni:~l t-.•venty pcunds, I lho11ld think th;t 
eaui~y min-ht, at the interccOion of lihcrali­

• b 

ty, fo far rcbx the fevcrity of her rules, a:; 
to permit a fur1icicnt fum to be difhibutcd 

in )~·ere! j(:r'".;:";t· m':my, to prcven t the gcner:1l 

joy from b~in6 inttrrupt·~J by any murmurs 

of fvrrow or difcontcnt. 

.Anf.;:er 
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Anj-.;.•er tr; 8th f<31,ery. In aU the foregoing 

quel1ions I have confide:ed what I wifhed 
to be efiabliQ1cd here, as equally applicable 
to Ireland ; and have referved to this place 

mv obfervations on the only very material ., 
<lifference which firikes me in the ntuation. 
of the two countries as to their reprefenta­
tion. The very extenfive line I draw [(){" 

this country may appear dangerous in Irc­
bnd, o:1 account of the great proportion of 
Ro:-n:m Catholics in that kingdom. and 
renders i• neceffary for me here to make a 
l1wrt obfervation on that fub;cC1:. A Papill: 
is not clan 'rerous becaufe he nravs to Saints,0 l ~ 

but bec::mCc be fcts up a fcreign jurifdiction, 
p::.r:1rr.ount to our la1.vs. I \\·ill never fight 
with my fcllo·,~·-citizen, becaufe we c~nr;ot 

~grec whether a wench in a white !11eet, be 

a id.crament or a ceremony; I \Nill only, as 

a gcod Chriftian ought, pray to God to 

paroon him all his errors, and me all mine. 

Bur, if he 'vY.ill go about to orcrturn the 
Frutdbnt fucceflion, or any other fecurity 

for the libcnic;s of my country, I will, as it 
i:. my duty, oppofe bim to the lal1: drop of 

my blood. On thefe piinciples v~;e have in 
England, very ju11!y. ~s I thPnk, rebxcd in 

the 
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the feverity of our Penal Laws ; and I hop~ 
the day is not far diftant, when bigotry (hall 
have given way to common fenfe, and our 
religious opinions be all reconciled to one 
plain truth, that to outrage the firfi lav-.rs 
of Nature and Reafon, canuot be to ferve 
God. 

How far the fituation of Ireland in this 
rc1petl may, or may not warrant what we 
h:1vc done, can only be determined by thofe 
v:bo have the opportun!tv- of knO\vinO' 

~ 
the 

numbers and the i1;clirutions of the Ronun 
Catholics ; how far the influence of their 
clergy oper:ltes upon them ; w h:1t fccurity 
they ha..·~ given or \Vi!l give for main<ain­
i.n; the confi!t~Jtion. 0:1 t!1cfc circum­
ibnccs mull: depend the a:lf\.vcr to th·: firf( 
par~ of this ~cfi:ion. As to the ftcord 

. . l s b ' ..rart C f 1t, 'ViZ. " t!1C teps tO C t:lKCl1, 

none aprear to me more cligi~-,)e than thof:: 
we have ~dopted by. counrv ., Com:nittccs of 
Correfpondence, to endeavot:r to fix on th~ 

principal Fo.ints. 

If the friend3 of Reform then move Par­
1i:~.mcnt to con!ider of the prefent il::!~!! of 
Reprcf<:ntation, it ..-,.-ilJ ;t.ppcar to every man 

f) 
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fo unequal, that there can remain no doubt 
but that the jufiice and propriety, I may 
add the necfjjity of a Reform, will be ob­
vious, and confequently with general con­
fcnt adortcd. The mode of Reform com­
ing fr(•m PJrliament, will give fatisfaetion 
to thofe who (having in fome points differed 
from other Committees, and thinking their 

<... 

opir.ions equally fit to be followed;, will 
re2dily fubmit to fuch authority. 

If I h::vc not given (o exaClly as I dcfircd 
mv ideas unon a fubieCt I have fo much at 

' • J 

IH.:art, I hope you \vill attribute it to my 
\V<tnt 

clin~tion to convince you of the truth with 
which 

.I luve the honour to be, 

S I R, 

Your mofi obedient, and 

!1umble Scn'ant; 

EFFINGHAM. 
P(d.1Mm. 

of ability, and not to any want of in-­
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~o LIEUT. CoL SHARMAN, Chairman 
of tbe Co:...r:viiTTEE of CoRRESPON­

DF.NCE, apjJOintcd 6y the Fo.rty-fi·i.-'e Po­
fwztt'cr Corps ajprJ:bl£·d at L!Jl,urn, on tbt 
l~·;..p , ,. •':/, ,.. 1 -·' ...

•·J' 0 J .'J ,}I ;\J j• 

S I R, 

T THINK myfdf grcJ.t1y honoured by
l the letter addre!E::J to me, in the r;:<mc 

of the Commiitec of whic:h yrJu arc Chair-
T • 0 0 0I 1 1 !" f ( . man. J t IS 1nc ccu 'ISlt11 a <ll!S adwn not 

t:> b~ cxprd1cJ, I tnd t h~t the people of 
l··,·li ,. i J ac •... ( o , • l_) tl'cirA tr -tdc ... ...1 L \.... L rc!"-·ui·1:•\ ~ "!ld'-• tl,,...ir._ , ~o. • I~ ..._ • A 

l(b::Lture from r:~c 0rrrdlicn or a fi~1cr 

J.·irl'•d'·•n ·1r•~ no\11 L''HI"rt·li-:r")' to r·.rcu~
\,. <0 & .::.• •• • t , .. , - • ,_.. 0, \.t I~-) \,.. J "'"'I 0 

•·11:"1~ r ·1vc ~ forl·· r'1 ":-> z' ···· ''''!.' t"ll o ·~ •1 r·· (-1·1 onl i - t • I'- 1 ::, .J • t.: 1 i. /. t • ., ;-· t - ' 

..... 1.-!~- J·rl''IJO'•:.l.,"t \''l·.Jl l1·b,~rty '1-lle1•V t ... a.') \,..., llti!I.\,.,.IJ \ ll \.... • 

~ •• '": . I" "\' f"" .- l t " 'l 1' ~occ.:.tt.-.-•1 J., 6 .c.1 , a .. , tJ•~ Ui;dcrtaking 
• 1 1 ° J
11" t) ') ,. t ·1 1' t- ., 11· ' ., r · J. • ' o 11 •' 1 '1 t •e· hi"he!t de­"' • ~ • \.. • ... .... ....... '- \, ... .. .. .J . ... 


grct.:. ShDuld r:1cy be bldl \Vith 
~ 

{uccef~, 

t 1... \ • l - ~ \ '~ ! '"' 'C .J t J, ~·~· - 0 ° '"1 h ~ P ­1
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I have been for fome time wiil1ing they 
'\vould carry their views to this obfetl:. It 
was {hewn to Mr. Grattan above a year ago. 
and ·written when the Duke of Richmond; 
the Earl of Shelburne. Lord Camden, Mr. 
Pitt, and other friends to a Parliamentary 

M Refortn, 

great fatisfaClion, en their fuccefs in obtlining, without 
bloodfhed, th:lt precious bleffing for which torrents of blood 
liave beeo lhel1 in America; and, rejoicing in their emanci· 
pation, he wilhes to propofe to them the follo\ving queries: 

1 !L Having feized the favourable opportunity \Vhich th~ 
war wi:h •\merica Ius o!fered them, fnoa!d t:tey not be 

anxious about improving it to the utmoft, from a conviCtion 
th:lt fuch another oppe>rtunity nny never ofFer irfdf? 

::d!y. HJ\'ing r~cc.:cdd in gaining ~.T!tfiJQ/ liberty, 
Jhould i: not be their next conct'rn to g:;.in ir.ternal liberty l 

f'\nti while they w::nt the latter, can they pofli:fs any jufl 

fecurity far th~ for!":ler! 

3ily. ls 110:;: free :tnt.! equal rcprdcnt:uion e!fcntial to 
the i11ternal liberty of a kingdom l 

+t~ly. Is !r~·!::nJ pollct1cd of fuch a reprcft'ntation? Or 
is not, on the con:r:J.;·y, a vail: majority of its Houf.: cf Com­

mons chofcn, r:ot by the people, (but as in Engb.nd) by a 
few G randccs ;<nd Begg:us ? 

srhly. BJ clhhlit1;ing an equ:t! rt>prefl'ntation, m3y not 
the peop!c of lrcbnd co their f:H('r kingdom a moll: im­
portant fen-ice, by provoking its emulation, and rendering 
it afhamed of irs own corrupt and rnock reprefC:ntation? 

6:h!y. Hlve they not r:cafon to expeft, from th~ liber:lJi ... 
ty of the new !'dinill:ers, and the endeavours which fornc or 
them ::~re nrJw ufing to gain an equal reprelentation of 
EngT:tnc, th:c tht.:}' will re;oice to fee this work undertaken 
in Ireland, :inJ giv~ it their encour:~.gement and fupport l 

Laltly. 
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Reform, were in power. \Ve are now go­
verned by an odious Coalition, formed be­
tween Whigs and the CcnduB:ors of the late 
w:1r, to gr~tify ambition and party rage by 
cen[uring the Peace. Thefe united parties 

are, in general, hottile ~o Reformation; and 
this will make it more difficult for the 

people of I rebnd to fucceed in their views ; 
but ncth1i1~ can h dfJicu/t to a ptople deter­
mined to reco·ver their rights-IF U.NA­
NI\10lJS AND FIRIY1.-Thc motive 

t:omrr.cnl y urged to check fuch exertions, 
~' not to dil1:urb what is quier.,"-would 

prevent all improvements, and perpetuate. 
carkncfs and Oavery among£1: mankind. It 
~·ould, in p~Hticular, had ic influenc~d in 
America, have prevented the Revolution in 
favour of the rights of mankind, which has 
lately uken place there; and h~d it influ­
enced he!c.nd, it would have prevented that 
emancipation of which has been latelyfo hap· 

pily 

La/lly. I; !: not ther~fore a!:noft certain, that tac Vo­

lunt~cn ad P~triou of Ire!and will cafily fuccecd in thi' 
undertaking, if they fer themf.:ives co it with that g!orious 
.-.~;d which th.~y h:we hith::r:o d;f-:ovcred, and by which :hey 
l><1ve ~:<hibi:cd :o the world,an c:\.:mplc of pub!ic fpirit and 
virtue fcarccly c1·cr bcforl! known, :~nd which mu!1 rcnd,:r 

thc:m the ~dwir:1:icn of fut:.:r: agt~? :Ju£v, 178::. 
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piiy dfeB:ed.-The blcffings of legitimate 

Government, and a free Conll:itution, are in­
efl:imable. Too much cannot be facrificed to 

~quire them; and no country has acquired 

them where the body of the people, equally 

and fairly reprefented, have not the chief 

lhare in the powers of Government. 

I can by no means pretend to that degree 

of information and knowledge, which is 
neceiiary to eaable me to give any proper 

anfwer to the queries con tJined in your 

letter; and the lhortnefs of the time be­

tween this and the 2oth of Augui1, to­

gether with the dif11patcd fiate I am now 
in at Brighthclmi1one, will not allow me 

to be \'cry full and explicit. The Com­

mittee \vill therefore, I hope, accept the 

following general obfervatior.s, as the befr 

reply to their queries that I can at prefent 

g1ve:­

The principles of civil lib~rty require, thlt 
every independent agent in a State (dut is, 

every one who can be fuppofed to h:J.ve a 

will and judgment of his o<vvn) fhould have 

a vote in the choice of his Governors.­

But it has been feldom prJCtit.:able to ex .. 

l'v1 2 tend 
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tend the right of voting fo far·. In Amc. 
rica, where new forms of government are 

cfiablilh(d more liberal than any the 

world has yet feen, this right is limited t9 
perfons who pay taxes and poffefs property. 

Perhaps it may not be prudent in Ireland to 

go even this length. ln thefe cafes, to avoid 

the danger of lofing all by aiming at too 

much, the attempts of enlightened men 

lhould be governed by a regard to what 

is moll: praClicable, confidering prefent 

circumllaqces, and the attachment which 

always prevails in a country to old efiablilh­

ments. Jn England I have wiihed, that 
the friends of reformation had confined their 

views at prcfent to the extenfion of the right 

of voting to Copy holders, and Leafeholders; 
and the fubfiitution of a hundr.ed knights for 

~ounties in the room of a hundred members 
for boroughs. This, though in theory u1~ 

fpeakably too little, would have been a very 
important reform 1 and Jefs than this, I 
have not thought much worth contending 

for. The people in I rdand are more alive, 

and therefore, probably much more may 
be attempted there with fpccefs. But how 

much more I am not qualified to fay. Sup• 

pofe the right of voting was extended to 

all 
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u11 wbo poffefs property of a certain value, 
and every county divided int\1 6X diftriB:s, 
each of which !houJd cbufe one Reprefen­
tative, leaving the remaining Reprefenta­
tives to be chofen by the largell: towns and 
boroughs -Would this be too great an ob­
jeCt? Is it too much to be undertaken with... 
out defiroying,unanimity? 

The duration of Parliaments feems a 
point of lefs confequence. If chofen by t11e 
People at large, they will be lhort; for ~t i$ 
impoffible that a People lhould not fee that 

the long polfeffion of power will corrupt, 
and that their fecurity againfi: the abufe of 
power depends on keeping their Repre­
fentatives in a conll:ant fiate of dependence 

and refponfibility. 

If, on the contrary, Parliaments are not 
chofen by the people, lhortening their du­
ration will be no remedy. They will not on 
this account be lefs ufurpations and mockeries. 

Annu~l ParliameAts feem to me preferable 
to Parliaments of any longer duration; not 
only becaufe they keep the Reprefentative 
Body more fubjea to the controul of its 

confii­
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oonil.ituents, but;. alfo becaufe being chofen 

more frequently rhey will be chofen more 
of courfe, and with lefs tumult and riot. 

There feems to be no reafon for changing 
the number of the Reprefenta.tive Body in 

Ireland. 

I am fo much an enemy to perfecution 
that I cannot help wilhing the right of vot­
ing could be extended to Papifis who pofTefs 
property in common with ProteO:ants. It is 
unjuO: to deprive any man of his Rights on 
account of his religion, unlefs felf-defehce 
makes it abfolutely necd[ary. The danger 
from Papifls is perhaps more produced by 
the Penal Laws againft them, than by their 
rc1i6 ion. Thefe detach them from the rdl: 
of the community, give them a feparate in­
terefi, and make them enemies. Why 
ihould not a Papifi be attached to the Ji.. 
berties of his country as well as a Protell:ant, 
if he is allowed to Chare in them ? In truth, 
a country which allows him no rights, h~ 
cannot ~eckon his country. It is nothing 
to him whether it is en£laved or free; nor 
can he care what becomes of it. 

If 
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If there is any remedy for the evil which 

occafions the objeCtion againft increafing the 

number of Members for counties, it is that 
cxtenfion of the right of voting and divifion 
of counties into difrriCl:s which I have 

mentioned. 

The proprietors of the enflaved boroughs 

do not feem, in reafon, entitled to a com­

penfation, becaufe they hold them by ufur­
pation and a kind of robbery. It feems .. 
however, necelfary, that a compenfation 
{hould be allowed-and it would, I fup­

pofe, be allowed in England were the rotten 

boroughs disfranchifed. The neceffity of 

abolithing fuch borough~, I think, very ap­
parent. There cannot be worfe nuifances 
in a State. 

I am fc:nfible, Sir, of the great imper­
feCl:ion of rhefe remarks, and muft rely on 

the candour of the Committee. Indeed 
they have done me too much honour by 
fllppofing me capable of adv.ifing them. 
From the Duke of Richmond, Mr. Pitt, 
&c. they may recei\•e advice that will be 

lllore worth their attention. But there i"s 
on 
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no one whofe heart and wilhes are tnore 
with them. M.ay Heaven gra'l'lt them foc­
cefs! and may the examplt: of Ireland in­
fluence this country and lhame jt to 

imitation. 

\Vith all poffible refpelt, 

I am, SIR, 

Your moft obedient and humble fervant, 

RICHAHD PRICE, 

Brigh.•he/;;iflone, Aug. 7, I i33• 

P. S. Ireland is peculiarly fituatcd in 

two refpeCl:s. A great majority of the in· 
habitants are Papifts; and a difiribution or 
prop~rty, r.1ore unequal than in England or 

An1crica, fuhjd}s them more to arifiocratic 
tyranny. i have hinted, as a remedy for the 
former inconvenience, the admiffion of 
Papifl:s to equal rights • but there may be 
fironger cbjeB:ions to this than I am a­

ware of. 

Trade anrt'liberty, will, it is to be hopc:d, 
in time, di.ffufe property more in Ireland, 
and prod.Llce a l~fs un~qull di!lributiollo 

of ir. 
FRlEN'D'L V' 
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FRIENDLY HINTS /() tht COMMITTEE~ 
if PARLIAMENTARY REFORMA• 
TION in IRELAND. 

S I Rt 

I HAVE jll!l: how perufed with infinite 
fatisfaCl:ion the Duke of Richmond's 

truly admirable, and in my opinion, nn­
anfwerable Letter to Col. Sharman of the 
Lifuurne Volunteers. My own ideas on this 
important fubjetl: have the honour, as far as 
they go, to coincide with his Grace's gene­
ral Principles, and decifive Plans. 

The enclofed Thoughts, thrown out in 
confequence of Dr. Price's Letter, after fo 
elaborate a performance as the noble 
Writer's, mufi appear to great difadvantage; 
but, as we fee objeCl:s in different points of 
view, fome new Argument or ufefu1 Hint 
may arife in the moll: cafual and imperfeCt 
ProduCtion of men who are ufed to think 
for themfelves. 
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The rignts which our common Creator 
made inherent in, and unalienable frorn, 
our nature, as free, moral agents, .cannot 
lawfully by any delegated authority be 
taken from us, or gra11ted to us. It is 
therefore giving up the point of night tn 

petition ufurped Powers for the exerciff·~·:of 

fuch Rights. It involves grofs abfurdities 
and contradiCl.ions, in making the p1ior arid 
original Right to depend upon the au.tho-. 
rity which is fubordinate and derived, and 
the natural Powers which belong to all me_nr­
to be at the difpofal of a few. 

Dr. Price, in this Letter, feems to have for· 
faken his old ground of general Principles, 
to offer incen(e to expedience., and refign 
the great Body of the People a {acrifice to 
the interefi and the-fafety of an Ariftocracy. 
From the elevated Philofopher and Patriot 
he appears 10 fink into the State Partizan, 
when on the greatefi occafio.n.. that cauld 
flatter the liberal mind, and elevate the ideas, 
he fioops to adopt the felfi!h maxims of par 
tial Reformation in this corrupt and flavllh 
kingdom, to-app!y tbem to an armed nation, 
able to perfect its Government upon the 

true­
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tru.e Principles of the Confiitution, and to 
fix it in future on a bafis of EleClion­
Right, too extended and firm to be lhaken. 
To a nation thus fi tuated, it was enough to 
fay to armed Citizens, Centlemen, you com­
mand the Fate of your Country-If you 
are armed for the People, re!lore to every 
man the Rights of Nature, which cannot 
be lawfully withheld from any-The m3.n 
who ea~s and is clothed at his own expence, 
pays taxes; and, by his labour and indn!l:ry, 
however humble his lot, is a ufeful mem.. 
ber of the Community. Who H1all dare 
to u11man him, or by what authority to re.. 
duce him to Valfalage, to Brutality, by de­
priving him of his natural inheritance, the 
Dignity of a Man, the Honour of a 
Citizen? 

If fuch a line of Exclu!ion could be 
drawn againll: particular ClaiTes and De­
fcriptions of men, it mufi be only by the 
great Majority of the nation. But who vvill 
prefume to draw this Line of Civil Ex:com .. 
munication againfi the great Majority itfelf? 
For it is evident that being thus outlawed 
and profcribed by Power, they could owe 
the Government no obedience,; but might 

N 2 be 
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be juftified in meeting the Law of Power 
with the Right of ~elf-defence. Having 
no lot or portion in the laws or Govern­
ment, they are not ruled as Free Men; and 
there is no Power in this State that can 
treat them as the Va!fals and Infrruments 
of other men's Inte-refi: or Ambition. Under 
fuch circumfiances, a general revolt of all 
the Non. EleCtors, and unreprefented, could 
not be deemed Treafon or Rebellion, fince 
the Government with regard to them would 
be Tyranny, as being not only unproteCl:ed, 
but violated in their equal Rights of Men 
and Citizens. 

As no man can be fuppofed originaiiy to 
enter into Society under the ftigma of fuch 
an exclufion from the Community, fo no 
one can be bound to continue under it who 
h~s the Virtue to afiert his Dignity with his 
Rights. And when a nation, long groan­
ing under the Opprellion of partial Civil 
Rights, hath the means of full Redrefs in its 
hands, fhall we infinuate the flow poifon of 
a frigid Caution to chill the ardor of virtu.. 
ous Enterprize, and fruflrate a glorious Re­
formation, by leaving it inefFetlual ? A 
work like thi:,; mufi be carried equa!Jy out 

of 
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of the reach of Treachery, and of Power. 

It muft go all lengths, or it i~ loft. It 
muft trample Tyranny and Corruption 
under foot, or it will be the Scorn and 
Derificn of Government. Prudential max­
ims of praClica! Riform.r, may fuit a York­
fhire Committee, (for Englilhmen, !hame 

upon then! are only Beggars ofRights} but 
for a nation where Wiiaom hath adopted 
S[rength, and Perfection is within the 
grafp of Valour, a fingle chance mull: not 
be left in the power of Fate, were it pof­
fible to prevent it. A lingle Vote mu!t not 

be loft : for fuch is the vigilant and en­
croaching nature of Power, that every 
inch of political Ground, not alre:tdy occu­
pied and guarded by the People, is inflant­

1y feized and fortified by their OppretTors. 
Free Su bjeas are never faf.!, but when 
they have Suffrages to guard their Rights, 
and Arms to defend their Suffrages. 
An Engliiliman, without a Vote or a 1\lt!f­
ket, is frri?ped more naked and defencelefs 
than the S1vage irl the Defart. lloth his 
Perfon and Property are always open to 
Violation. It is high Time then that this gr~at 
fllndamental Principle of Liberty and the 
Conltitution fuould be afi"erted and efi.ablilh­

ed 
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t"d in the three Kingdoms upon the equal 
Claims of Freemen and Citizens, infiead of 

thofe partial Franchifes and ~alifications 
which have been arbitrarily fubfiituted in 

the Room of natural Rights, to defeat the· 
Gift of God, and deface his Image in the 
moral and fo~i2l Freedom of rational Be­
ings. Until this be efieeted, it is the vaineft 

of all vain Hopes to expeCt that Reprefen­
tation will ever be fo far reformed as to an­

fwer its only great End in producing an in­
corruptible Parliament, and a virtuous Go­

vernment. Will they who have ufurped 
the Power over the Public Purfe quit their 
I-Iold without a defperate Struggle, like all 
other Robbers? Shall we in fuch a Cafe 
rely upon Petitions or upon Pifiols? Ame­
rica hath beaten off the Freebooters, and 
goes now about her .Bufinefs without Mo­
ldl:ation. Ireland has nearly r.::fcued herfelf 
from Foreign and Domefiic Spoilers ; while 
North ·s Bag(hot Gang continues 35 ufual to 
bully poor Old England out of her Money 
and her Freedom. 

They reprobate all Reformation as Inno­
vation; and when Tyranny becomes Efia­
bli(hed Government, Innovation is the 

moO: 
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mort mortal Sin ~ga.inft it, although with­
out Innovation the mofi civilized Kingdoms 
of Europe had been as favage as the Wilds 
of Africa or America. But the Truth is, 
every Thing is dangerous to the State, that 
is fo to Minifiers, or to thofe who contend 
for the Power. Even a Burke, who boafis 
of his Philanthropy and Love of Liberty, 
would have bound America to unlimit... 
~d SubjeCl:ion.· He hath publilhed his 
Doubts, whether Statutes enaCled by the 
People's Deputies may not bind the very 
Con fc.:ienccs of their Mat1:ers ? And he holds 
Septennial Parliaments to be a Fundamen­
tal of the Confiitution, of which they are 
tl;c Grave, becaufe '' the permanent Vir­
tu'e of the whole Haufe of Cavendi!h/' 
continues to defend, what the Trcafon of 
their A ncefior ufurped. The Engli!h of all 
which is, that he, and all fuch Adventurers 
for the Power and the Plunder of the Peo­
ple, had rather have the Honour and Bene­
tit of taking Cart qf tlzem, than refign to 
them fuch ufurped Powers as would enable 
them effectually to take Care of themfelvu; 
and confequently to get rid of all fuch 
knaviCh Intruders upon their Rights, Privie 
leges, and Property. It would be difficult 

~() 
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to fay whether this Man's Hypccrify, or a 
North's barefaced Tyranny reflect the 

greater Credit on the Alliance. 

With regard to Catholics voting in Ire­
land for Reprefentatives, they are the bell: 

Judges who live amo.og them as Neigh­
bours, and Fellow-Citizens. Certainly no 

Man ought to be perfccuted for his Reli­
gion, unlefs his Religion be intolerant to 

others. Nothing can, or ought to difqua­
1ify him from exercifing the Rights of a 
Ivlan and a Ci:izen, b:.:t his having aCl:ually 
reiigned his own Judgment ~nd Will, and 
confequently his Freedom, to the Guid­
ance and Direction of otheiS \vho may 
abufe the Trufl to the Public Detriment. 
l n that Cafe, not being a free Agent, but 

the Puppet of other Mo\'eis, he could have 
no R eafon to compbin of his own volun­
tary Exclufion. Self-prefervation. js the fi.rll: 
Duty and Concern of the Individual and 
the Community. 1\·len who will not do in 
the like Cafe, as they are done by, are cer­
tainly not entitled upon any Principle of 
Policy, of Common fenfe or Jull:ice to exer­
ci(e the Privileges of a community. There 
m:1y be exceptions from the general Rule 

ef 
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of which they are to judge who rifk. the in· 
dulgence. Let the free, honeA:, and good 
Citizen be indemnified from the Abufe of 
his liberal Confidence, and not a Doubt can 
remain about the equal Rights of all to en­
joy this great Public Benefit, which ren ers 
every Man the Guardian of his Perfon, 
Family, and Property. And this I take to. 
be the true Line of ConduCt with regard 
to the civil Rights and Privileges ofPapifis 
under a Protefiant Government-In a Word, 
I confider the Extenfion of EleCl:ion Rights 
beyond the poffible Reach of Corrnot In­
fluence from any ~arter, to be the only 
effeClual Barrier of Liberty and the Confi;i. 
tution againfi: every Mode of Attack, 

I am, Sir, 

Your very hurnble fervant, 

THOMAS NORTHCOTB. 

OSo!J~r I 5, 1783. 

0, SIR~ 
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5 I R, 


A s an anxion~ friend to the caufe of a 

Parliamentary Reform, in which 

'both Ireland and England are equally inte­
refi:ed, I trull: you will excufe the freedom; 
1 ufe in addrefiing you on this occafion. I 
cannot doubt but that the principles of the 
conftitution, and that the means necefiary 
to reftore freedom to the people, as well as 
purity to Parliament~ are well known to 
the Gentlemen who in Ireland have taken 
a leading part in this great work: but yet,. 
a.s amongfr others of their countrymen, that 
.knowledge may not be fo generally diffufed 
as might be wiG1ed, and as the humbleO: 
e!fays in that line may be of fame Ufe, I 
have taken the liberty to order fome copies 
"f different traCl:s, which have employed 
my pen, to be directed to you at Lilburn,. 
for the difpofal of the Committee of Corre­
fpondence, over which- -you prefide;. the 
acceptance of which on their part I .lhould 
cfiecm a particular honour. 

In thofe writings I have thought it my 
duty to adhere inflexibly to what appeared 
to rnc to be the rights of men; and much 

thought 
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thought has convinced me, that- i1'l propor­

tion as thofe rights £hall be departed fromt 

the Reform itfe!f will not only be clogged 

with difficulties and incontiftencies in the 

execution, but that, when accomplilhed, it 
will proportionally fail in its propofed ef­
fects. I confefs that in England we have 

not yet had, at any period, a profpect of ef­

fetling a complete Reform ; but in Ireland, 
your Volunteer Army-the moll: glorious 

produCtion of public virtue that ever adorn• 
ed a nation !-have perfection or imperfec· 

tion wholly in their option. The conduCt 
of that army has hitherto manifefi:ed too 

much wifdom and too much patriotifm 

to leave it doubtful which choice it 
will make. It would ill fuit with the 

fplendour of what is paft, that a Reform 
in the Parliament of Ireland !hould bear 

marks of material defectivenefs. Such an 

event would greatly leffen that dignity of 
charaCter to which !he hath attained, and 
which I trufi: !he means to tranfmit to latefl: 

poller.ity, by henceforth fecuring equal 
jufiice to her Citizens, and to her Parlia­
ment that purity which alone can infure 
the permanency of her freedom and her 

glory. 
0 2 A clofe 
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A clofe adherence to the genuine prin­
ciples of freedom, would introduce into her 

eleCl:ions~ as well as into the frame of her 
reprefentative body~ that which furpaffes 
-all human inventions for guarding againfi: 
the infinuating properties of corruption : I 
mean fimplicity. ln providing for the pu­
rity of a Parliament, every thing depend& 
on the eleB:ions ; and the freedom of elec­
tions refis on thefe two pillars :-1£1:, The 
multitude of eleCl:ors; and 2dly, The lhort 
duration of power. Thefe two principles 
neceff'arily conduCt us to univerfality of fuf­
frage, and P~rliaments of a lingle feffion; 
and fo facred, in my humble opinion, are 
thefe rights, that on no account or pretenco 
whatever, can they become the fubjeCt of 
voluntary conceffion. It is time enough to 
accept of any thing !hort of thefe rights. 
when attainment is impoffible, or the con­

tell: not attended with any hope of fuccefs. 
Thefe,. however,. are cafes whic;h the mag­
nanimity of Ireland has not left applicable 
to her. How, then, can fhe aa: as though 
they were. She cannot. Her honour C::­
mands of her a complete enfranchifement. 
A free frate, without free citizens~ is a fole· 

cifm 
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cifm in terms. Eut it is worfe than a fcle­
cifm. It is folly; it is corr&ption; it is 
mifery; it is difgrace. lt is freedom to 
vice, and chains to virtue. 

What has occured to me as expedient to 
add to the effentials above noticed, will be 
feen at large in the feveral details of which 

I have treated in the barrier; but as one of 
thofe expedients appears to me to merit a 
difiinguilhed preference to the re!l:, I will 
trefpa(s a moment longer on your time to 
fay a few words ppon it. The ballot is that 
to which I allude. It has its enemies. 
Their arguments certainly deferve atten. 
tion. I have heard, I believe, the moft 
forcible; and with much truth can fay, 
that I confidered them with the utmoft 
impartiality. At on-e time, indeed, 1 was 
prepared to renounce the idea as publicly as 
l had before expretfed myfelf in its favour. 
I returned, however, to my original opi­
nion, and with additional decifion of mind. 

To this latter change of fcntiment, conver­
fations with Mr. Laurens not a little con• 

tributed. From him I learned that in South 
Carolina. the ballot in their eleClions was 
intrQduced about forty years ago; that its 

good 
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good effeets were immediately obfervabie, 

that it w-as ever afterwards confidered as a 

wife meafure, ami that it was thot!ght to 

have been partict1Iarly 1erviceablc during 

the mo!l: critical periods of the late rcvol u­

t.ion in that cou·ntry. Thefe proofs of its 
happy effeCts, inftantly outweighed all that 
I had heard advanced of itS' tending to abate 

the virtue and cotlrage necelfary to freedom. 

I have fince been farther confirmed in my 
favourable opinion of the ballot, by nume­
rous conver.fations with tenants and tradef­

men; who, for the mofi part, have laid 

even as much firefs upon this fecuriry, as 

upon the other two; nay, more. 

With refpe8: to the univerfality of fuf­

frage, it may perhaps be obferved, that the 
States of America, in their new conll:itu­

tions, have thought fit to require qualifica-­
tions. But although I reverence the wif­
dom fo con!"picuous in thofe confiitutions, 
l cannot, however, admire any rules in 
praCtice, which contradict the noblefi and 

cleare!l: of their political reafonings, and 
which needlefsly violate the eternal prin­
ciples of truth and jufiice. In Clcrling mo• 
ney, fome of their qualifications are not 

equal 
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equal to ten !billings a year. So trifling an 
exclufion is the very nonfenfe of inveterate 
prejudice. 

Since there can be no union between two 

countries on terms of entire equality, and 

for a common inteteft, unlefs both thofc 

countries are equally free, I truft that the 
friends of the conftitution, in both Ireland 

and England, will hold a regular intercourfe, 
and confider a Reform in their refpective le­

giilatures as a common caufe. I hope too, 
they will each have their Society for confti­
tutiona.l information, and that thofe Societies 

w!.ll correfpond and co-operate in their ge· 
nerous fcheme. 

VVith that hig_h rcfpeCl: which is due to 

one who is chofc:n to prefide where all are 

great, and \1Vith my warmeft prayers to the 
Author of all good, that he may give you 
fucccfs in your efforts to efiabliCh his laws 
of human government, I have the honour 

, s·to oe, 1r, 
Your well wilber, 

JOHN CARTWRIGHT. 
Mflrnham, .A.ugufl 26, 178~ 


lf'il/iam Sharman, Ef1· 
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HEADs of a PLANo/ a PARLIAMEFTARY 

REFORM, propo{td 6y the ULsTER CoM• 

MITTEE if CORRESPONDENCF. to the 

PttoVINCIAL AsSEMBLY of VoLuN­

TEERS, andby t/;cm r~firred to the GRAND 

NATIONAL CoNVENTION. 

Annual Parliaments--Election by Ballot, 
Menn, decayed, cr depopulated Boroughs 
to be deprived. The diminution of IVIem­

bers thereby occafioned to be fupplied by 
giving Reprefentatives to fuch confiderable 

Towns as are not now repre[ented, and by 
encreafi11g 
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encrcafing the number of ReprefentatiVC$ 

for counties, cities, and great to\-vns. 

Q_U A L I F I C A T I 0 N. 

In counties, every protefiant male, (ideots, 

criminals, &c. excepted) having inhabited 

twelve months, and for that time pofieffed 

freehold worth forty lhillings per annum 
clear, or any kind of proFerty to the value 

of zo/. over and above legal debts, to be an 

cleetor.-In cities and towns the fame qua­

lifications as in counties to entitle a perfon 

to vote-alfo Jiving in a houfe for which 

he pays sl. yearly rent, or more-no menial 

{ervants however to vote, either in county, 

city, or town, unlefs a houfeholder, pay­
in6 taxes. 

Every perfcn offcrirlg to vote, (if re­

quired by any candidate or eletl:or) to 

be obliged to fwear to his qualification, 

and that he will vote for fuch candidate or 

cand:dates, as he believes mofl: likely to (up­

port the liberties of the people in Parlia­

ment-and alfo to take the oath againfi bri­

bery-all votes once given to fiand unim­

peachable, but ~my eleCtor [wearing falfely, 

and thereof conviCted by verdiCl: of a jury, 

to 
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to forfeit 2ol. to the profecutor, lofe his 
franchife for ever, and fuffer the puniChment 
allotted for perjury. lf any officer make a 

falfc return, and thereof convifred by ver­
diCl: of a jury, difabilities, heavy penalties, 
and a new eleCtion to take place~ 

Every Member returned, before taking 
his feat, befides the prefent oaths, to fwear 
that he, nor no perfon for him, at his cofi: or 
knowledge, has, direCl:ly or indirectly, bribed 
any eleCtor to vote for him. 

A rce.fonable compenfation to be made to 
the patrons of disfranchifed Boroughs, alfo 
to thof~ of fuch as from having the ektl:ive 
fuffrage vefi:ed in a f~w, flull become free 
cities or Boroughs, at the national expence. 

Extenfion of fuffrage to fuch defcription 
of Roman Catholics as the National Con­
vention may deem proper objeCts of that 
great tru fl:. 

Elections to be held on fame day in the 
different baronies, half baronies, or parilhes, 
fo a& to finilh in one, vr in a ver1 few days. 

Q_ Total 
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Total exclufion of penfioners and place­
men, fave that the Lord Lieutenant may 
appoint any of the public officers of the 
Crown, not exceeding fix at any one time, 
to £t, debate, and explain the public bufi· 
nefs, but not to vote. 



Extracts from Political Register 

John Almon, •cautions to the English Electors, against such persons as 
they ought not to chuse to represent them in the ensuing Parliament', 
'Hercules Cleaning the Augean Stable', •Regulus, or a View of the 
present State of public Affairs: with certain Proposals, addressed to 
the independent Electors of Great-Britain', •John Wilkes', 'Instructions 
for the Representatives of Norwich', •observations on the Freedom of 
Elections, on impartial Proceedings in Parliament, and on a late 
Extension of Royal Clemency to a capital Convice, 'Address of John 
Wilkes to the Gentlemen, Clergy, and Freeholders of Essex' and • An 
Essay on Liberty and Independency•, Political Register and impartial 
review of new books, January 1768, vol. 9, pp. 40-8, facing p. 193; 
1768, vol. 12, pp. 218-43, facing p. 321; February 1769, vol. 23, pp. 
65-72,224-31,240-2 and November 1769, vol. 32, p. 247-61 

John Almon (1737-1805), the editor of the Political Register, was a 
prolific writer, journalist and publisher. He was at the forefront of 
the campaign to publicise parliamentary business and from 1771 his 
short sketch of the day's proceedings in Parliament was printed in 
the London Evening Post. In 1774 this was superseded by his 
monthly record of parliamentary debates, which was published 
under the title of the Parliamentary Register. 

From May 1767 Almon began the publication of a monthly 
magazine entitled the Political Register, which articulated many of 
the concerns of the Wilkite reformers and reflected his close 
friendship with Wilkes. The periodical was discontinued in 1769 
having given offence to the authorities. Its publication coincided, 
however, with the climax of Wilkes's parliamentary career and his 
triumph in the Middlesex elections of 1768-9. The Political Register 
contained a wide variety of material, including: caustic satires; 
election addresses; instructions to candidates; and satirical 
illustrations. The two examples included here contrast the alleged 
bribery and corruption of the Court with a heroic cameo of Wilkes 
surrounded by gods and goddesses, the shield of St George and 
pertinent political works. Almon's most substantial piece in the 
Political Register was published in March 1768 - a special election 
issue. The extended article, 'Regulus, Or a View of the present State 
of public Affairs: with certain Proposals, addressed to the 
independent Electors of Great-Britain', gave a cogent indictment of 
the existing electoral system and proposals for its purification 
including annual Parliaments and the ballot. On the suffrage, a 
household franchise was suggested. 
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Far the P o LIT J; c A L R E G 1sT E R. 

CauliDnl to tht Englilh Ekllars, againjl focb ptrfons as they fJUght 
NOT to chuft to reprtftnt thtm in tht mfoing parliamtnl. 

OF all the difFerent cbara8ers that exiil in fociety, that of 
a legi!la~or, or member of parliament, is by far the moll: 

important. Others are employed in deviling rules and maxim~ 
for the direCtion of their own private conduCl:; the legiflator is 
occupied in making laws and inftitutions for the government of 
the whole nation. As this charaCl:er, therefore, is of fo much 
confequence, it ought not to be bellowed but with the u:moft 
deliberation ; and I .lhall here take the liberty of offering to 
my feJiow-countrymen, a few nec.:elfary cautions againil fucll 
as they ought 1JfJt to chufe to reprefent them in the enfuing par­
liament. Thefe may be comprehended, with a very few ex­
ceptions, under the title of merchants, colonifis, lawyers, eldeft 
fons of peers, placemen and penfit)ners, fpendthrifts, young 
men without knowledge or experience, and trimmers, or thofe 
who compofe, what is ufualJy called the Flying SquadroJ1. 
And fir1t of 

The M E R C H A N T. 
The charac9:er of a merchant is defervedly relpeClable, 

being in reality the cementing principle of the whole body 
politic ; and it has, befides, this fingular advantage an­
nexed to it, that reconciles to the greateft intereils of fo· 
ciety~ the molt feHilh and mercenary purfuits. Every gain 
which the merchant makes, from fair adventure, ferves 
equally, at the fame time, to enrich others, and to dif­
Jufe through the whole ftate, a general {pirit of induftry and 
fipplication. Thi& is the greateft b~nefit arifmg from the mer­

cantile 
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tant~le profefiion, and a benefit, it muft be owned, peculiar tQ 
itfelf; but it behoves us, for tbat very reafon, to be ex• 
tremely cautious, upon wh.om we befiow that honourabk tide. 
1·here are none to whom 1t can be julHy due but real adven­
turina merchants ; men who have large fortunes a8:ually em-. 
played in foreign traffic. Factors~ agents, in~urcrs! brokers, 
and fuch forts of people, though haghly ufefulm the1rflations 
are by no means entitled to the ho?ours of .that charaaer; 
much lefs are fund.mongers, ftock•JObbers, dare£l:ors of incor• 
porat.ed companies, government contractors, court-jobbers, 
and fuch other forts of people as may be rather ftiled infiru· 
ments of power, and preyers upon the people. It is trlle 
that the chara8:ers of both kinds are fometimes blended toge! 
ther; and then the merits of the ufeful are funk in the de• 
merits of the hurtful. 

The pure and unmixed mercantile charaaer, is therefore 
the only of trading ones that deferves great honour; becaule 
a man of t~a~ pro~eaion e~ery way enriches his _country, and 
in no way InJUres It. Thas character of a genuane merchant, 
is, I am afraid, lefs common at prefent than it was in former 
times ; governmen~engageme.llts and alley-dealings having 
contributed to dellroy it. 

But of Merchants in general, this much may be affirmed_, 
that all their Cervices done to the community, proceed froiq 
their fearch after private gain, and it is merely by accident 
that this coincides with the public intereft, while they only 
feelc. to benefit thetnfelves. Thus their praCl:ices are purely 
felfilh, however advantageous they may prove to their COWl try. 

The fole obje8: of a merchant, in all his undertakings, ia 
private gain. It is his duty to make it fuch, the great duty of 
his ftation; and he is the more valuable member of fociety the 
more vigoroufly he profe.:utes it; as the great interel!s of his 
country are therein linked with his own. But this ufeful pro... 
penfi.ty gives a biafs to his mind, till gain, by degrees, becomes 
the fole objeCl: of his thoughts; and when that is the cafe• ex­
traordina.-y opportunities for making it may prove very dan~e-. 
rous baits. Hence even genuine merchants may be canfidered 
as an order tha~ fhoulcl not predominate in a Houfe of Com.. 
mons ; mJ,tch lefs thofe who, with all that avidity for gaiq 
which the m.ercantilecharaaer naturallyprodllces, are employeel 
in purfuit.t. that inftead of beiug u(eful, are hurtful to fode.ty. 

True mercha~t advent)lrers may, llowever, be Yery ufeful 
in that affembly ; and they are the moft proper reprefenta.tivet 
of the great places of general trade; fuca as the cities of Lwl• 
.lonand Briftol, and the to\\·ns of Liverpool and Hull. Were 
tbefc reprefl'!nted by the; ableft of their own m:rdu.ats,. nobod.r 

G wo~c 
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would complain; and it would be the better for the public j( 
there were no other merchants lu the houfe ~ nor ouS?ht one 
uadefman, or jobber, or alley-dealer, to be there : .1- or they 
are of no ufe for information, and have all fuch a biafs to.. 
wards money-getting on their minds, as may make them dan· 
gerous to be relied on, in trufis of fuch importance as thofe 
of public liberty, and the properties of a people. 

Of all thofe who have fat in parliament, under the charaCler 
of merchant, let candour examine how many have been ufeful; 
and how many have been known to acquire there emoluments, 
fuch as perhaps none but great adepts in arithmetic could be 
accurate calculators of. Merchants, therefore, are more ufe. 
ful to the nation in their accompting-houfes than they are in 
the fenate: Their dealings in one place being moil eminentiy 
ufdul, aud in the other often as fingularly pernicious. 

OJ CG!any1I, and ptrfins cDnntlltd wi1b tht CDIDnt'ts. 

ANOTHER fet of people whom I would caution yoll 
againft cht:fing to reprcfent you in the enfuing p:ulia­

ment, are colonifis, and perfons conneaed with the colonies. 
The mother-country, in point of people at leafi, may be 

corifidered as the fource and origin of lhe colony. This gives 
her a natural right to dominion and authority. She is more· 
over the proteClrefs or guardian of the colony; which gives 
her a political right to the (a me kind ofdominion and authority. 

The rights of nature and of policy ought alway:. to be firidly 
guarded. It is with the offsprings of nations, as with thofc 
of mankind : Affeaion naturally defcends, and duty ought to 
afcend. The parents feldom fail in their parts ; the children 
often do. Colonies, like children, have always an eye to in­
dependence ; and too commonty think they have an inrereA: 
to profecute lit the cxpence of thofe who gave them birth. 

It is on this priRciple we ought to judge of parliamentary 
iriR11encc with refpect to our colonies: We owe them pro­
teaion; they owe ·Us obedience. Should our interefts ever 
&e renilered fabfervient to theirs, our natural llations will 
iht~ become quite changed : They will tben grow our 
mailers, and we their tributary dependants ;· a people whorn 
lb~y will govern by means of o•Jr own parliament. 

I decline tbe difcttffion of a late contcft; but cannot help 
remarkmg, that the foil of our South American colonies is too 
much m.:>nopolized ; and that monopoly affeds the pockets of 
every one in this kingdom, The owners of lands there ought 
'to cultivate them, or part with them ; and not be aHowed to 
•kc their own l'rices for a necefrary commodity, from the 

fcantincfs 
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fcantinefs of the produllion. \Vcre all the corn lands in Eng­
land engrolred by an hundred people, and they, in order to 
fecure their own prices for grain, thould refolve to cultivate 
but half of them~ !hecommunity would certainJr have a rigbt 
to refift fuch an rn;ary, and obhge them to cultivate all their 
lands, or elfe to difpofe of them; for monopolies in general 
are inconliftent wilh freedom, and repugnant to the policy 
and rights of all nations. The encreafing riches and power 
of our colonifis, are well known. Thefe are things that re­
quire to be remedied; and that remedy mull be a parliamen­
tary one. Ought we then to favour an influence that mtdl: 
naturally operate againft fucb a remedy? 

Colony intrigues, therefore, lhouJd never be admitted toope­
rate in our n:~tion2l fenate. \Ve lhould never forget, that our 
colonies are in fubjeCl:ion to us; and that it is. their proper fta­
tion to be fo. .hut if we fuffer them to buy us out of our na­
tive inheritances and votes with our own money; and by their 
influence in parliament, become the framers of our Jaws, it 
mull then be they that will gcvern us, inftead o{ our govern­
ing them; and we fhaiJ dwindle into a tributary nation to 
thofe to whom we gave birth, 2nd have hitherto proteCleG. 
Let Americans, therefore, be k~pt in their proper fphere; 
and no interell but a genuine Britilh one be ever {uffered tQ 
prevail in a Britifh Ho'Ufe of Commons. 

LA \V Y E R S. 

Y 0 U ought lilcewi(e to be extremely cautious of chufing 
lawyers to rcprefent you in parliament. The Marquis 

of HaJJifax fays on this fubjeCl; u If lawyers have great prac­
tice, that ought to t2ke them up J if not, it is no great fign­
of their abtltty; and at the fame time giveth fufpicion that. 
they rpay be more Jiab:te to be tempted. 

u If it ibould be fo in fact, that no King ever wanted 
judges to foften the ftifrnefs of the laws that were made, fo as 
to make them fuit better with the reafon of ftate, and tho 
convenience of government, it is no injury now to fuppofe it 
poffible for lawyers in the Houfe of Commons fo to behave 
thcmfelves, in making of new Jaws, as the better to maket 
way for the having their robes lined with fur. 

" They are men ufed to argue on both fides o£.a q~~efii~n;. 
:and if ordinary fees can infpire them with very good reafons 
in a v~ry ill cau(e, that faculty exerc:ifed in parliaQlents,. 
where it may be better encouraged, may prove very inconve-. 
nient to thofe that chufe them. 

G a '"-Ancl 
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" And therefore without arrainging a profeffion that it would 
be fcandalous for a man not to honour, one may, by a fufpi­
c:ion~ which is more excufable when it is in behalf Df the 
peol!le~, imagine, that the habit of taking money for their 
opimon, may create in fome fuch a forgetfulnefs to difiinguifu, 
that thev may cake it for their vote. 

" They are generally men, who by a laborious fl:udy hope 
to be advanced. They have it in their eye, as a reward for 
the toil they undergo. 

" This maketh them generally very flow and ill-difpofcd 
(let the o~calion never fo much require it) to wreftle with that 
foil where preferment groweth. 

" Now, if the fuppolition be in itfelf not unreafonable, and 
that it fuould happen to be frrengthened and confirmed by ex­
perience, it will be very unnecelfary to fay any more upop this 
article, but leave it to the eletl:ors to confider of it. 

E L D E S T S 0 N S of P E E R S. 

N 0 R ought the eldcfr fons of Peers to find more favour 
with you than the Colonifl:s or the Lawyers. The 

Lords and Commons h;:ve long fince eft::lblilhed rules, as well 
for the fupport of their particular orders, as for the promotion 
of their gener.~: intere!t. They unite in carrying on the affairs 
of the nation, b;J: with a jealoufy and rivllry of each other's 
impor:aucc: And on this jczlot:fy and rivalry the power of the 
crowt1 and their own f:Jfcty alike depend. 

Hence they refpeCliveiy affcrt privileges, which they refo­
lutely fL!pporr, and which effentially divide them in the purfuit 
of the public intercf1. Th~y at:t fcparately as bodies, though 
jointly for the community; and the community, as well 
as the crown, is bcfi: ferved and fecured by this junelion of 
counfels, and this disjunelion of orders. The more difiin~. 
thercfare, this pale of feparation is kept, the more happy mufr 
it be for the whole community. 

One of the great privileges which the Commons alfert, is, that 
the Peers have no right to interfere in their parliamentary elec­
tions; a privilege, which, it is well known, the Peers do not ac­
knowl~dge in theory, and fiilllefs, perhaps, fubmit to in prac­
titc. .Bu~ the keeping the Lower Haufe entirely free from the 
influence of the Upper one, is elfential to the very being of 
our mixed con!litution. For, • fuould the Upper Haufe ever, 
from the en~reafc of f•Jch influence, gain the afcendency in the 
Lower one, the democratical part of our government would 
be fwa!lowcd up in the ::rifiocratical; and the crown and th~ 
comr.1or.alty would be equally reduced to fiavery. 

For 
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for this reafon, the eldell: fons of Peers, who :are born to 
the heirlhip of a feat in the Upper Houfe, are perfons in whofc 
hands the rights and privileges of the Commons fhould by nc; 
m::ans be trufted. They muO: have the interdls of their owa. 
order too much at heart : And, from a natural jealoufy of the 
Commons, mufi he apt to fide too ftrongly with the crown. 
as friends to that prerogative from which their nobility is de­
rived, and of the fplendour of which their high dignities enable 
them to partake. Againfi fuch an influence, therefore, the 
Commons iliould ever be on their guard, cfpecially as orlate 
the number of Peers has been fo greatly encreafed : And we 
{ce what a great proportion of them, and of their children 
"there is Jikewife in the army. • 

P LA C EM E N and PENS I 0 N E R S. 

BUT of all forts of men, agaiilfi whom I would caution 
you, the principal are placemen and penlioners. 1t may 

be ncceflary, indeed, for the information of the houfe, die fer• 
vice of the crown, and the forwarding of public bufinefs, that 
{ome men in pofis Chould have feats in the Haufe of Commons • 
.But as mofi men, who arc poffeffed of publ:c employments, are 
furpofed to aCt under influence; this mufl be admitted a5 an 
iudifputable maxim, that a m;:jOiity of members in the Lower 
Haufe having places, penfions, or other emoluments, would 
make that houfe no affembly alling on the part of the people. 
hut one that aCts merely for their own private advantage, by 
the c..iire:1ion of the crown, in difpofing of the rights and pro­
perties of the people, at the will of the fovercign. 

It is fmm a fuppofition of the truth of this maxim, that 
members of parliament, who accept of offices from the govern­
m::nt, thereby vacate their feats in the houfe; and that their 
con!l:ituents are at liberty to re-e!ell them, or not, as they lhall 
judge it fafc to repofe fo greJt a tru!l: in their hands. For the 
lame reafon, many offices of importance to the Hate difqualify 
thofc whG hold them from enjoying a !eat in parliament: Nay. 
many of them, exclude their po!Teffors from all right of uling 
influence in parliamentary ele2ions, underthe fevere and infa­
mous penalties of fining, calhiering, and being rendered incap­
ahle ofever holding an employment again under the government. 
All which laws and regulations manifefily imply, that r:~en 
under the inAuence of govcrnmen~, have fuch a bias upon 
their minds, that it is neither fafe for the fl:ate they 1bould 
be members of p:uliament themfdvcs, nor exerdfe any inBu.. 
euce in the clccHon of thofc: who arc. 

Thus 
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'thus has the legiflature itfelf fet a mark upon placcmcn, and 
thereby fignified the great danger of eleCting them members of 
parliament. It is indeed unreafonable to fuppofe, that any body 
of people can be freelf reprefented by a man who is himfelf not 
free, and who aCtually enjoys a reward for fubmitting to ihe 
will of another. So that it is on the virtue of .an uninfluenced 
majority, or the great reCl:itude of government, and not on the 
integrity of fuch men, that the people mufl: depend for the fe­
curity and prefervation of their iiberties and properties. 

It is idle to fuppofe, that men in fuch fituations are left to the 
dicbtes of their own confcience, fince the open declantion of a 
former premier is well known, that a minijler would be a pitiful 
follow indud, whD did not turn any man out who alltd contrary/() 

his will. And I wilh there were not undeniable proofs of obe­
dience being demanded not only of the eleCl:ed but even of the 
ele8:ors; that we had not feen inlhnces of the refraCl:orinefs of 
both the one and the other punilhcd by means that were equally 
injurious to the fuffcrers, and detrimental to the nation. 

It is weak therefore to imagine, that ihia obedience is not 
exaCled from thofe who receive emoluments from the crown; 
or that for the fake of them, they will not vote contrary to the 
interefl: and opinion of their confiituents. 

Mr. Gordon talking of this fubjeet, in a difcourfe addre!Ted to 
freeholders, obferves, that "that he will prove but a forry ad­
vocate, who takes fees from youradverfary; and as indifferent a 
plenipotentiary, who receives a penfion from the Prince whom 
he is con:miflioned to treat with; twr can there be any fecurity 
in the fidelity of one, who can lind it more his interclt to betray 
}•ou, than to fervc you faithfully." And in another place he 
fays, " Choofe not therefore fuch as are likely to. truck away 
your liberties for an equivalent to themfelvcs, and to fell you or 
thofe ;lgainfi whom it is their duty to defend y0u. \Vhen their 
duty j; in one frale, and a thoufand pounds a year, or more, or 
Ids, is thtown into the contrarr fcale, you may ealily guefs, 
as the world goes, how the balance is like to turn." 

Of the FLY rNG SQUADRON, SPENo. 

THRIFTS, YOUNG MEN, &c. 


T HE bt1 clafs of men I fhall at prefent mention, as unF.t 
toreprcfrnryou in the enfuing parliament,are fpendthrifts, 

young men, and what arc ufually called The Flying Squadron. 
This laH is a fort of men of a dubious, undeterminate charaCl:cr, 
whofe variable conduEl: would never fuffer their confiituents to 
{ayprecifcly wnat they arc j and for thi~ reafon it is, that they have 

obtained 
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t>b•a:r.ed the :tppcllation of the Squadront volontt, or Ft,ing S~tta.­
dr;n. They are a kind of heterogeneous~ amphibious animals;­
hermaphrodites, or Otters in politks; neither in nor out, pro 
nor con, court nor country, whig nor tory, Scot nor Englith. 
They are, like fir Anthony Brain ville, in a £late of fluctuation; 
and hang, lilce Mahomet's tomb, in perpetual fufpence. They 
are ready to veer and turn, like approved weathercocks, witlt 
every aufi of politics. They A:and between ayt and no, Jilc.e·the 
fchoolc:nan's afs between two bundl'!s of hay; or like prince 
Volfcius in Love-hip, hop i hip, hop-one boot on, and 
t'other boot off. 

Spendthrifts are another fort of men whom it is unfafe to 
depend upon: becaufe prorligality begets poveay, and poverty, 
when joined to luxury, is a firong temptation to corruption. 
An habit of pleafure and extravagance will excite defires, 
which, if not fatisfied on honourable terms, will be gratified 
with dilhonour. This, if the praClice of felling confcience.was 
more infamous than it now is, muft always be the cafe of thofe 
in r.eceffitous circumHance~, efpecially conlidering the unhappy 
tendency of vice ; for when vinue is once difmilled, we foon 
grow familiar with difhonour. A man who is bafe enough 
to wrong thofe who truH him, need take but one ftep f.utber 
in iniquity to fell himfelf and his country. 

Young men, if of a volatile difpofition, are alfo unfit for fuch 
a charge: becaufe they will he apt to think too lightly of the 
mofl: weighty matters, and treat in a trifling vn.y things that 
require the moll ferious attention; nay, will fometimes be led 
by their p:tllions to exceed the bounds of rea ron. We ought 
not to forget a late violent profecution, which wa; pulhed on 
with extraordinary violence an:J much feeming malignity by a 
young m<m of good family, and now in high office, to the 
great di fgufl: of all difpaffionate perrons. Senators fuould havt 
calmnefs, wifdom and forefight • qualities in which extreme 
youth are very apt to be deficient. lt is proper, therefore, not 
to rely upoo fpirit before it is qualified by prudence: for indif­
cretion, or ralhnefs, may in fome cafe, prove as ~ernicious as 
bad intentions. Mr. Godon fays futher on this fubjec1. 

"Chcofe not thofe who live at a great d ifbnce frorn you, and 
whofe abilities, probity, and fortunes, are not well known to 
you. Reject all thofc timorous, fearful, and d.1fiardly fpirits; 
men, who, having good principles, either dare not own them, 
or aa according to them. Choofe not men who are noCed for 
non:atrendance, and who ha\'e been members of parliament 
w~thout waiting upon the bufinefs of parliament ; m~n who 
wtll probably be engaged in a foxcluce, in a tav~rn, or in other 
ds:bau.:heJ hou(cs, tilou~h the kingdum w<:rc undoing. What 

excufe 
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n:cu(e can they offer for themfelves, when by their wanton 
abfem:e a vote may pafs, which may coft you millions? 

c' Be particularly careful, that thofe whom you choofe be 
duly qualified according to law, and that no deceit be praaifed 
in obtaining temporary qualifications. You ought to enquire 
into their dlates, and how they came by them : and if they 
have none, as many who ihn:l candidates, I am told, have 
not, you may guefs who a!r:t1s them, and what hopeful fer­
vices are to b~ expeCled from them. Such men, you may be 
fure, will never fpeak your fenfe in parliament-nor their 
own, if they have any; but that of their mat1ers. 


